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Data Sources Used in
This Publication
Canadian College Student Finance Survey
2002 and 2003
The target population of this survey is the student
population of participating institutions. Institutions
with more than 1,500 students surveyed 450 students,
and institutions with fewer than 1,500 students 300.
Overall, 9,878 valid questionnaires were received.
Technically, survey results are only generalizable to
the institutions at which the survey was conducted.
Given both the large sample size, and the number and
diversity of the institutions taking part, it is probably a
very good reflection of the Canadian student body, or
at least that portion of it that lies outside the province
of Quebec, where coverage is somewhat weak.
In 2003, 27 colleges participated in the survey,
which was filled out in class by students. The classes
in which the survey was administered were chosen so
as to create a stratified sample for the institution.
Institutions participating in the 2003 survey were
Aurora (NT), Capilano (BC), Baie Comeau (QC),
Gaspé (QC), Sainte-Foy (QC), Champlain (QC),
Outaouais (QC), Edouard-Montpetit (QC), North
Atlantic (NL), Merici (QC), Confederation (ON),
George Brown (ON), Grande Prairie (AB), Grant
MacEwan (AB), Humber (ON), John Abbott (QC),
Keyano (BC), Langara (BC), NBCC Bathurst (NB),
Nova Scotia Community College, Red Deer (AB),
Red River (MB), Saskatchewan Institute of
Applied Sciences and Technology (SK), Seneca (ON),
Sir Sandford Fleming (ON), Fraser Valley (BC) and
Yukon College (YT).

Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s
Survey of First-Year University Students 2001,
Survey of Undergraduate Students 2002 and
Graduating Student Survey 2000 and 2003
The Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium
(CUSC) is a co-operative research group involving a
collection of Canadian universities. Begun in 1994,
CUSC now rotates its survey subject each year
between first-year students, graduating students
and all undergraduate students. The Consortium’s
membership varies from year to year; in 1997, there
were nine Canadian universities involved, while in
2001 the number had increased to 26. The survey is
co-coordinated by the University of Manitoba’s
Department of Housing and Student Life.
Each participating university distributes a survey
package consisting of a cover letter, questionnaire and
postage-paid return envelope. Different institutions
may use different means to pursue follow-up contact
with survey recipients in order to increase the
response rate. Technically, survey results are only
generalizable to the institutions at which the survey
was conducted. Given both the large sample size, and
the number and diversity of the institutions taking
part, it is probably a very good reflection of the
Canadian student body, or at least that portion of
it that lies outside the province of Quebec, where
coverage is somewhat weak.
In 2001, each participating university sent surveys
to 600 randomly selected first-year students in a
first-level Bachelor’s degree program. Only students
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who entered university from high school or CEGEP
were eligible—i.e., students who had no previous
post-secondary experience other than the current
academic year. Independent and special students
were excluded. If an institution did not have 600
first-year students who met the criteria, all eligible
first-year students were surveyed. The total
number of surveys distributed was 14,972, of which
7,093 were completed and returned (a response rate
of 47%). The participating institutions in 2001 were:
Brandon, Carleton, Concordia, Dalhousie, Lakehead,
Lethbridge, McMaster, Memorial, Nipissing, Ontario
College of Art and Design, Queen’s, Ryerson, Saint
Mary’s, Simon Fraser, Trent, Trinity Western, Wilfrid
Laurier, Alberta, British Columbia, Manitoba,
Montréal, New Brunswick (Saint John), Ottawa,
Regina, Saskatchewan, Toronto (Scarborough
Campus), Windsor and Winnipeg.
In 2002, each participating university sent surveys
to 1,000 randomly selected undergraduate students.
In all 31,000 surveys were mailed out and 12,695
were returned, for a response rate of 42.3%.
Thirty universities across Canada participated in
the study. Universities participating in this survey
were: Alberta, British Columbia, Calgary, Carleton,
Concordia, Dalhousie, Lakehead, Lethbridge,
Manitoba, McMaster, Montréal, Mount St. Vincent,
New Brunswick (Saint John and Fredericton),
Nippissing, Ontario College of Art and Design,
Ottawa, Queen’s, Regina, Ryerson, Saskatchewan,
Saint Mary’s, Simon Fraser, Trent, Trinity Western,
Toronto (Scarborough), Waterloo, Wilfrid Laurier,
Windsor and Winnipeg.
In 2003, each participating university sent surveys
to 1,000 randomly selected graduating students.
Where an institution had fewer than 1,000 students
graduating, surveys were distributed to all graduating
students. In all 22,922 surveys were mailed out
and 11,224 were returned, for a response rate of
49.0%. Twenty-six universities across Canada participated in the study. Universities participating in
this survey were: Alberta, British Columbia,
Calgary, Carleton, Concordia, Dalhousie, Lakehead,
Lethbridge, Manitoba, McMaster, Montréal, New
Brunswick (Saint John and Fredericton), Nippissing,
Ontario College of Art and Design, Regina, Ryerson,

Saskatchewan, Saint Mary’s, Simon Fraser, Trinity
Western, Toronto (Scarborough), Wilfrid Laurier,
Windsor, Winnipeg and Victoria.

Community College Student Information Survey
(Statistics Canada)
The Community College Student Information Survey is
an annual Statistics Canada survey that collects data
on enrolment and graduates of post-secondary
programs at community colleges and related
institutions. The data are used by Human Resources
and Skills Development Canada and the Secretary of
State to analyze the labour force supply; by educational associations for studies of the education
system; and by individual researchers to study the
participation of special groups, such as foreign
students and women.
The types of program included in the survey are
career and university transfer/university-level
programs at community colleges, CEGEPs, technical
institutes and university colleges.
Career programs consist of certificate and
diploma programs offered at community colleges
and similar institutions. Completion of secondary
school or the equivalent is the normal prerequisite
for entry into the program. The length of the
program can range from one to several years, with
one-year programs leading to a certificate and
longer ones to a diploma.
University transfer programs at community
colleges and university colleges provide a student
with a standing equivalent to the first or second year
of a university degree program; the student can then
apply for admission to subsequent senior years at a
degree-granting institution.
The “général” program at Quebec institutions, the
completion of which is a prerequisite for entry into
universities, is included in this classification.
The survey was discontinued in 2001 so that
the Expanded Student Information Survey, which
collects data on both college and university
students, could replace it. However, problems in the
implementation of this survey have resulted in an
inability to obtain data on college students since
that time.
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Expanded Student Information Survey
(Statistics Canada)
The Expanded Student Information Survey (ESIS)
brings together and enhances three existing
surveys—the University Student Information System
(USIS), the Community College Student Information
System (CCSIS) and the Trade and Vocational Survey
(TVOC). It was introduced as a pilot program in the
three maritime provinces in 1999 and the entire
country in 2001. Continuing implementation problems have meant that data from this source are still
incomplete in many respects, not simply from 2001
onwards but from 1999 onwards. Data on university
enrolment from 2000 to 2002 were released in the
summer of 2004. Data on college enrolment over the
period 1999 onwards remain unreleased.

Labour Force Survey (Statistics Canada)
The Labour Force Survey (LFS) conducted by
Statistics Canada provides the most current monthly
labour market statistics. Each month, approximately
50,000 Canadians are interviewed as part of the LFS.
Data which can be derived from the LFS include:
labour force characteristics by age and sex (this
includes working-age population, labour force,
employment, full-/part-time employment, unemployment, participation rate, unemployment rate,
employment rate, and part-time rate); employment
by class of worker (public, private and self-employed)
and by industry; labour force characteristics by
province, by metropolitan area and by economic
region; average usual hours and wages of employees
by age and sex, union coverage, job permanency and
occupation groups; and regional unemployment
rates used by the Employment Insurance Program.

National Graduate Survey 1982, 1986, 1990,
1995 and 2000 (Statistics Canada)
This survey, which began in 1984, was designed to
determine factors such as the relationship between
post-secondary graduates’ programs of study and
the employment subsequently obtained by them;

graduates’ job and career satisfaction; the rates of
under-employment and unemployment; the type of
employment obtained related to career expectations
and qualification requirements; and the influence
of post-secondary education on occupational
achievement. The information is directed towards
policymakers, researchers, educators, employers
and young adults interested in post-secondary
education and the transition from school to work for
trade/vocational, college and university graduates.
Respondents to this survey are contacted two and
five years after their graduation. Thus, graduates
from the class of 1982 were interviewed in 1984 and
1987; graduates from 1986 were interviewed in 1988
and 1991; graduates from 1990 were interviewed
in 1992 and 1995; graduates from 1995 were
interviewed in 1997 and 2000. Approximately
50,000 graduates are included in each survey.
This publication does not make use of the five-year
surveys, nor does it make use of the 1984 survey of
1982 graduates. Only the 1988 survey of the class of
1986, the 1992 survey of the class of 1990, the 1997
survey of the class of 1995 and the 2002 survey of the
class of 2000 were used.
The sample frame for NGS 2000 consists of all
persons graduating from a recognized Canadian
post-secondary institution who completed an eligible
program or obtained their diploma during the 2000
calendar year. This does not include graduates of
private post-secondary educational institutions
(e.g., computer training schools or commercial
secretarial schools); individuals completing courses
via continuing education courses at a university or
college (unless these led to a degree or diploma);
individuals who took part-time trade courses (e.g.,
adult education evening courses) while employed
full-time; persons who completed vocational
training programs lasting less than three months or
programs not offered in the skilled trades (e.g., basic
training or skill development programs) or persons
in apprenticeship programs.
The NGS sampling methodology is based on a
stratification of the graduate population by province
of institution, education level and major field of
study. The province of institution can be any of
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Canada’s ten provinces or three territories.
Education levels include five classes: trade/vocational training, college, Bachelor’s degree or its
equivalent, Master’s degree or its equivalent and
doctorate or its equivalent. Major fields of study,
which number either eight or nine depending on the
education level, group together study programs
according to the associated codes, based on the
Classification of Instructional Programs. (Note that
this classification is new for 2000 and as a result,
NGS 2000 data is frequently incompatible with data
from earlier versions of the survey.) Approximately
60,000 graduates were sampled; the unweighted
response rate was approximately 70%.

Ontario College Applicant Survey
(Acumen Research)
The Ontario College Applicant Survey (CAS) is an
annual survey carried out by the Acumen Research
Group with the assistance of the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation, Ontario College Application
Services (OCAS) and the Association of Colleges
Applied Arts and Technology in Ontario (ACAATO).
OCAS selects a random sample of applicants for the
study and oversees the distribution and collection of
all surveys. Each individual is mailed a package that
includes a covering letter explaining the nature of
the survey, a questionnaire and a postage-paid
return envelope. The covering letter explains the
voluntary nature of the questionnaire and outlines
the prizes available to participants.
In 2003, 12,000 applicants to Ontario colleges
were selected for the College Applicant Survey.
Of the approximately 133,000 applicants applying
to the fall term to an Ontario College, 9,500 Englishspeaking applicants were randomly selected from
the English-speaking pool and 2,500 French-speaking
applicants were selected from the French-speaking
pool. This represents an over-sampling of Frenchspeaking applicants as they represent only 3% of the
total college applicant pool. This over-sampling was
necessary to ensure an adequate number of responses
from this important segment of the population.

Ontario University Applicant Survey
(Acumen Research)
The Ontario University Applicant Survey (UAS) is an
annual survey carried out by the Acumen Research
group with the assistance of the Ontario University
Application Centre (OUAC). OUAC selects a random
sample of applicants for the study and oversees
the distribution and collection of all surveys. Each
individual is mailed a package that includes a
covering letter explaining the nature of the survey, a
questionnaire, and a postage-paid return envelope.
The covering letter explains the voluntary nature of
the questionnaire, and outlines the prizes available
to participants.
The study includes a sample of 10,000 applicants
who are randomly selected from the total population
of applicants to Ontario universities (approximately
90,000 at the time of the survey). In 2001, the
survey was distributed in both English (9,000) and
French (1,000), and of the 10,000 surveys distributed
1,845 were correctly completed and returned. This
provided an overall response rate of 19%. The majority of respondents were from the province of Ontario
(88%), and the remainder were almost evenly
divided between Eastern Canada (5%) and Western
Canada (7%).

Post-Secondary Education Participation Survey
(Statistics Canada)
The Post-Secondary Education Participation Survey
(PEPS) was administered by Statistics Canada on
behalf of Human Resources Development Canada in
February 2002 to a sub-sample of dwellings involved
in Statistics Canada’s Labour Force Survey. The target
population of this survey is Canadian youth aged
18–24 (in Quebec: 17–24). Response rate to the survey
was just under 80%; 5,141 questionnaires were
completed. Some questionnaire items—particularly
those involving continuous variables—had high
non-response rates.
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Of those completing surveys, approximately twothirds either were or had been students at the time of
the survey. The sample size for “students” in this
survey is therefore approximately 3,400 and the
sample size for “non-students” (i.e., those who may
have had a “barrier”) is approximately 1,700.

Post-Secondary Education: Cultural,
Scholastic and Economic Drivers (COMPAS)
The Post-Secondary Education: Cultural, Scholastic
and Economic Drivers project was a parental survey
conducted by COMPAS Research Inc. for the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation. A national,
representative sample of 1,000 parents with at
least one child aged 12–17 was interviewed in
November 2003. The purpose of the project was to
provide the Foundation with a better understanding
of how families perceive and prepare for the postsecondary education options of their children
In this report, COMPAS reports relationships that
are valid in a statistically significant sense. Unless
the report specifically says that a relationship or
difference is nominal or suggestive rather than
statistically significant, any observation of a relationship can be assumed to meet the requirements of
statistical significance. For example, COMPAS tested
each demographic variable against all perceptual
questions. Where no significant relationships or
patterns were found, results of the correlations
are not reported.

School Leavers Survey (Statistics Canada)
The School Leavers Survey (SLS) was conducted in
1991 by Statistics Canada on behalf of Human
Resources Development Canada (at the time known
as Employment and Immigration). The primary
objectives of the 1991 SLS were to establish high
school leaving rates and to compare secondary
school students who had successfully completed
high school (“graduates”) with those who were still
attending (“continuers”) and those who had left

school before graduating (“leavers”). The SLS was
conducted between April and June 1991.
The SLS target population consisted of young
people aged 18 to 20 (as of April 1, 1991) from the ten
provinces (Yukon and the Northwest Territorities
were excluded). The original SLS sampling frame
was formed from five years (1986–1990) of Family
Allowance files. These files were employed because
it was thought that they provided the most complete
listing of young persons under 15 in Canada at
the time.
The SLS sample consisted of 18,000 individuals
from the ten provinces who were selected using
a stratified design. There were 9,460 interviews
completed with Canadians aged 18 to 20.

School Leavers Follow-Up Survey
(Statistics Canada)
The School Leavers Follow-Up Survey (SLF) was
conducted between September and December 1995
by Statistics Canada on behalf of Human Resources
Development Canada. The SLF gathered information on school-to-work transitions of young adults
by focusing on education and work activities beyond
high school. The SLF re-interviewed the same young
Canadians who participated in the SLS, now aged
22 to 24.
The SLF was conducted in the fall to better gauge
activities of individuals (going back to high school,
pursuing post-secondary education, working, etc.)
which would be more easily discernible at that
time of year. In addition, a more accurate count of
the number of graduates was possible, as many individuals complete the requirements for a high school
diploma in June or during the summer. The SLF
sample began at 9,460 but was reduced to 9,431, as a
number of individuals elected not to participate in
the follow-up survey.
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Student Income and Expenditure Survey
(EKOS Research Associates and the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation)
EKOS Research Associates and the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation conducted a
monthly national study of the finances of postsecondary students from September 2001 to May
2002. The study was designed to capture the
expenses and income of students on a monthly
basis, in order to profile the financial circumstances
of Canadian post-secondary students and the
adequacy of available funding. The Web-based
Student Financial Survey provided accurate,
quantifiable results for the first time on such issues
as the incidence and level of assistance, the level
of debt from outstanding bank loans, personal lines
of credit and credit cards. The study also yielded
up-to-date information on student assets (such
as automobiles, computers and electronics), student
earnings, time usage and types of expenses incurred.
The survey featured a panel of 1,524 postsecondary students from across the country, who
participated in a very brief monthly survey, either via
Internet or telephone. Students were required to
complete a longer baseline wave of the survey in
order to participate. The baseline survey asked a
number of questions concerning summer income
and existing debt, including credit card debt.

Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning
1999 and 2002 (Statistics Canada)
The Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning
(SAEP), conducted by Statistics Canada in partnership with Human Resources Development Canada,
is the first household survey to collect detailed
information on how Canadians prepare for their
children’s post-secondary education.
The survey was first conducted in October 1999
as a supplement to the Labour Force Survey. Data

were collected concerning 20,353 children aged
18 years or under in 1999. The SAEP collected
detailed information focusing on children and the
two key ways in which their parents prepare for their
post-secondary education:

•

Financial preparation: This includes whether
savings are being set aside for their children’s
post-secondary education; awareness of the cost
of post-secondary schooling; types of savings
vehicles used; and expectations regarding other
means of financing post-secondary studies,
including potential demand for student loans.

•

Non-financial preparation: This includes, for
example, communicating their aspirations and
expectations concerning participation in postsecondary studies to their children; the extent of
their involvement in their children’s learning and
schooling; and attitudes and practices concerning
homework and television viewing.

Detailed information was collected for both children
and households, allowing analysis by such characteristics as children’s age, gender, grade in school,
academic performance, number of children in the
family, household income, and parental education,
occupation, and labour force status.
The second edition of the survey was conducted
in October 2002. Data were collected concerning just
over 10,000 children aged 18 and under. This report
is organized around central themes. The first two
sections consider context and abilities while the last
three sections examine savings, financial planning,
amounts saved by October 2002, and amounts parents
expect to have saved by the time their children
become eligible for postsecondary enrolment.
The first section explores parental perceptions
towards education in general and post-secondary
education more specifically. The second section
looks at children’s grades in light of meeting postsecondary admission requirements. It also includes
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information on children’s attitudes towards school
and overall general performance in school.
Section three examines the many factors that may
play a role in whether or not savings are being
put aside for children’s postsecondary education.
The analysis examines parents’ current, future or
non-saving status by parental perceptions of postsecondary education, parental educational aspirations
for children and children’s academic abilities and
attitudes to school. Section four examines the
anticipated use of other sources of funding for postsecondary schooling that are considered by parents.
The final section looks at the amounts saved to
date, and contributions made to savings in 2001,
including amounts saved and contributed to
Registered Education Savings Plans (RESP) by
selected demographic characteristics.

Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics
(Statistics Canada)
The Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) is
a longitudinal panel survey designed to understand
the economic well-being of Canadians by measuring
the economic shifts in Canadian households over an
extended period of time. The first SLID panel began
in 1993 and lasted until 1998. Each panel consisted
of approximately 15,000 households, including
about 30,000 adults.
A preliminary interview took place at the
beginning of each panel to collect background
information. Each of the six years had a split-interview
format, with labour-related topics covered in January
and income-related topics covered in May. In both
cases, questions refer to the previous calendar year.
The income-related interview took place in May in
order to coincide with the end of the income tax
period, when respondents were more familiar with
their records. In addition, many respondents
allowed Statistics Canada to consult their income tax
file and avoided the interview.

University Student Information System
(Statistics Canada)
The University Student Information System (USIS)
is a national database containing pertinent,
up-to-date information on student participation
in Canadian degree-granting institutions. USIS
contains a large amount of information, only a
portion of which is made available to the public in
a published format. Enrolment data are available
from the 1972–73 academic year to 2001. Degree
data are available from 1970 to 2001.

Youth in Transition Survey (Statistics Canada)
The Youth in Transition Survey (YITS) is a longitudinal survey developed through partnership
between Human Resources Development Canada
and Statistics Canada. The preliminary report
presents findings from the first cycle of the YITS.
Between January and April 2000, more than 22,000
Canadian youth participated in the survey.
The survey is designed to examine key transitions
in the lives of young people as they move from high
school to post-secondary education and from
schooling to the labour market. The preliminary
report examines the situation of youth (18 to 20 years
old) with respect to both their participation in
education and attainment, as well as their labour
market participation, as of December 1999.
In addition to the survey of 18- to 20-year-olds,
YITS also collected information from a cohort of
15-year-olds in the spring of 2000. These youth were
involved in the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA). Youth from both the 15-year-old
and 18- to 20-year-old cohorts will be surveyed again
in 2002, and asked about changes in their family
situation, participation in education and labour
market activity.
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Introduction
Two years later, the research scene in Canada has
The benefits of today’s globalized information
improved tremendously, thanks largely to the
economy accrue primarily to those with high levels
appearance of several new Statistics Canada surveys
of education. Equality of access to post-secondary
related to post-secondary education and several
education is therefore a key mission of governments
years of investment in research and data gathering
everywhere. Without such access, societies will
by the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation.
become fractured along class lines, just as they were
The new data-rich environment has had a profound
in the industrial age. The distinction will no longer
impact on the way this edition of The Price of
be between capital and labour but between the
Knowledge was written. In the first edition, data were
knowledge-rich and the knowledge-poor.
not filtered much—there were generally so
Canada has a problem when it comes to ensuring
few quality data available that almost anything in
equal access to the knowledge economy for all its
the public domain was included in the book.
citizens. Despite years of attempting to change
Today, conversely, we are almost
the situation, there remains a
inundated with data. Although
serious gap in post-secondary
Canada’s
record
in
providing
this volume for the most part
participation between children
equal post-secondary education follows the same format as the
from upper- and lower-income
access is no worse than any
first edition, in almost every
backgrounds. That this situation
section readers will find that the
is not getting any worse over time
other nation, but this should
text offers more information and
is somewhat encouraging, but
not blind us to the remaining
deeper analysis. In addition to
it is by no means a cause for
work that is required to make
being a compilation of data from
celebration. Canada’s record in
equal access a reality.
a variety of sources, this work
providing equal post-secondary
also contains a large amount of
education access is no worse than
secondary analysis and even some original research,
any other nation, and it could be a point in our
particularly with respect to student living standards
favour, but this should not blind us to the remaining
and data on college students—two large data lacunae
work that is required to make equal access a reality.
in the past.
This volume is the second edition of The Price of
We have also tried to respond to some of the
Knowledge. When the first edition was published in
helpful comments and constructive criticism
2002, the state of research on students and access to
regarding the first edition, which have in particular
education in Canada was generally poor and
led to two major changes in the design of the book.
certainly inferior to that available in other countries.
The first is an increase in the amount of raw data
Statistical data were weak, scattered and frequently
made available to readers. For this edition, all the
years out of date. In short, the country lacked the
graphs in the book are also available online in Excel
basic tools to properly diagnose—let alone attempt
format, and a number of helpful data tables are
to cure—its post-secondary education access probavailable in an appendix. These modifications
lems. The purpose of the first volume was therefore
enable interested readers to peer “behind the data”
to remedy some of these data deficiencies through
should they wish to perform their own analyses.
the creation of a central reference work on all aspects
of access to education and student finance.
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The second major change is an increase in the
amount of analysis regarding barriers to postsecondary education. Some readers told us that the
first version of the book—while useful as a data
compendium—could have benefitted from greater
synthetic analysis of issues that cut across the
narrow borders of individual chapters, notably with
respect to barriers to post-secondary education.
A new chapter (Chapter 3) has therefore been
included in order to integrate much of this material
and provide a critical analysis of various theories of
barriers to access.
There is no single storyline linking the various
sections of this book. Students, policies and the
institutions that affect them are too diverse to be
easily summarized. There are very few areas of
access and student finance where cause and effect
are linked in an easy or straightforward manner.
There are, however, a few themes which emerge
from the data in this volume.
The first is that most of the news on access and
student finance is good. Nearly all parents are
aspiring to a post-secondary education for their
children and savings for education are increasing in
both incidence and amount. Enrolment is increasing
—dramatically so at the university level. Low-income
students are accessing post-secondary education in
ever greater numbers. Nearly all students have
summer jobs, and the incidence and amount of work
for university students is not increasing. Most
students appear to have adequate means of support.
Need-based grants to students are at an all-time
high. Government student loan borrowing has been
decreasing since 1997, total debt at graduation has
stabilized and possibly begun to fall since 2000, and
low interest rates mean that the loan repayment
burden has eased considerably over the last five
years. Finally, graduates are doing much better in the
labour market in the early part of this decade than
they were in the latter half of the previous one.
Nevertheless, there are still some problems.
Grants to universities and colleges are nowhere near

as generous as they were a decade ago. Tuition fees
continue to rise, and average debt is considerably
higher than it was ten years ago. The decline in
borrowing mentioned above is not entirely benign—
it also reflects the fact that student assistance limits
are not as generous as they used to be, although this
may change in the wake of the 2004 Federal Budget.
The academic bar is being set ever higher for
entrance to educational institutions, and students
with weaker grades (a situation correlated with lower
family income) are finding it more difficult to pursue
university education. Educational attainment rates
among Aboriginal Peoples are still too low, and at
least one province (Saskatchewan) seems to be going
backwards in terms of post-secondary education
participation rates. There is a significant group of
students which has trouble making ends meet on a
daily basis, and fees—especially equipment costs—
in certain professional programs are astonishingly
high. Lastly, graduates are taking much longer to
repay their debts than they used to.
In short, Canada’s record on access to postsecondary education is generally a positive one,
but much work remains to be done. Barriers
to education remain, and for the most part those
barriers are income-related. These barriers are not
just a matter of insufficient finances; they also reflect
serious deficiencies in social and cultural capital
among young people from lower-income families.
These are problems that cannot be solved simply
by writing a cheque; they require constant interventions beginning at a fairly young age. Unfortunately,
Canadian governments and school boards currently
show little sign of engaging with these “non-financial”
issues in a serious way.
As always, feedback from readers will be important
in improving subsequent editions. Readers with
comments on data sources, interpretation of data
or the layout and organization of the book are
encouraged to contact the authors by email at
sjunor@bm-ms.org or ausher@educationalpolicy.org.
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Chapter 1

Deciding to Go to
Post-Secondary
I. Introduction
Section II of this chapter focuses on parental
The decision to obtain a post-secondary education
aspirations for children’s education. While not
is unlike any other. It is not simply a purchase of
necessarily decisive, parental expectations are
services. Depending on the type of education one
nonetheless a major determinant of children’s
chooses, it is a decision about how to spend one,
decisions to pursue post-secondary education. The
two, four, or more years of one’s life. In a larger sense,
best available evidence shows that Canadian parents
it is also a choice about one’s entire future and the
have absorbed the labour market’s message about
range of jobs that one wishes to pursue. In many
the returns of higher studies. Almost without excepcases, it is not even an individual decision; the
tion, they hope that their children will pursue a postdecision to pursue post-secondary education is
secondary education, and a large majority hope that
almost always influenced by the values and attitudes
their children will attend university.
of family members and peers.
Section III examines the decision
It cannot be reduced to a simple
The decision to obtain a
to pursue post-secondary education.
equation about supply and demand,
dollars and cents.
post-secondary education is The best available data suggest that
children’s expectations and desires
A post-secondary education
a choice about one’s entire
carries with it numerous benefits
future. It is unlike any other. with respect to education are highly
conditioned by their parent’s expecboth for the individual and society.
tations and desires. Parental desires
Increasing levels of education are
tend to change over time, however, in response to
associated with greater potential for higher earnings
observations about their child’s ability. Hence, as
and employment stability, increased levels of litertime passes, there is a gradual downward shift in
acy, more positive perceptions of personal health,
parental educational desires. Among secondary
and greater participation in volunteering and higher
school students, there appears to be very little
levels of charitable contributions. Despite all this,
“shifting” of educational aspirations; the desire to
not everyone chooses to pursue post-secondary
go to university or college seems to be “locked in”
education. The purpose of this chapter is to explain
as early as the sixth grade and does not vary
some of the factors at work when young Canadians
substantially after that. Perceptions of barriers to the
make their choices about post-secondary education.
desired level of education do, however, change with
A related discussion on barriers to education will
academic barriers slowly being pre-empted by
take place in Chapter 3, following a discussion of the
financial ones as completion of secondary school
composition of the student body in Chapter 2.
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approaches, especially among children who must
move in order to obtain a post-secondary education.
Having decided to pursue one’s studies, some
degree of financial preparation for post-secondary
education must be undertaken. Section IV looks at
patterns of education savings and expectations for
future financing options. The latest data from
Statistics Canada provide few surprises: richer,
better-educated Canadians have larger-thanaverage nest eggs for their children, and there are
few noteworthy geographic variations in savings
patterns. Parents continue to overestimate their
children’s ability to obtain merit-based financial
scholarships and underestimate the need for nongovernment loans as their child progresses through
post-secondary education.
Finally, Section V looks at the two forms of
institutional choice—namely, how a student picks an
institution and how an institution picks a student.
College- and university-bound students appear to

have fundamentally different ways of choosing an
institution. College-bound students tend to look for
a program of studies that interests them and only
subsequently choose an institution; universitybound students, on the other hand, appear to
choose an institution prior to making a decision
on their course of studies. With respect to how
institutions select students (an effect which really
only occurs at the university level), selection
procedures appear to have become more rigorous in
recent years. According to data collected for
Maclean’s annual report on universities, the average
entering grade of university students across the
nation has increased from 74% in 1996 to nearly 84%
in 2003. It is unclear from the data, however, whether
this increase reflects an increase in demand for a
fixed number of places, grade inflation at the
secondary school level or revisions in the way
universities report their data to Maclean’s.
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II. Parental Aspirations for Post-Secondary Education
Despite the rising cost of post-secondary education,
Canadian families continue to have high educational
aspirations for their children. In 2002, Statistics
Canada conducted a major survey called the Survey
of Approaches to Educational Planning (SAEP). It
found that over 93% of Canadian parents of children
aged 0 to 18 hope that their children will receive
some kind of post-secondary education. While
there are some differences in aspirations based on
family income, parental education and geography,
the most startling fact is that the desire for postsecondary education has become almost universal.

Considering that just forty years ago the majority of
the working-age population had not even attended
high school, this is an absolutely fundamental
change in Canadians’ attitudes to formal education.
There is a small but noticeable positive relationship between aspirations and household income.
Aspirations for children attending post-secondary
education rise by between one or two percentage
points for $10,000 of additional family income.
Figure 1.II.1 shows parental post-secondary education aspirations by household income.

Figure 1.II.1 — Parental Post-Secondary Education Aspirations by Household Income

High School
Private/Other
Trade
College/CEGEP
University

Female

Male

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Source: Statistics Canada’s 2002 Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning.

Figure 1.II.2 — Parental Aspirations by Type
of Education

9%

2%
16%

Trade
CEGEP/College
University
Private, Other,
Unknown

73%

Source: Statistics Canada’s 2002 Survey of Approaches to
Educational Planning.

In terms of the type of education desired, parents’
aspirations for their children lean heavily towards
university; over 70% of all parents who hope their
children will pursue post-secondary studies hope
they will do so at a university. Only 2% hope their
children will pursue trade or vocational studies.
Figure 1.II.2 shows parental post-secondary aspirations by type of education.
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Figure 1.II.3 — Parental Aspirations by Highest Education Attained
100%
95%

98%
94%

90%
85%

87%

89%

80%
75%
70%
65%
60%
High School or Less

Trade

CEGEP/College

University

Source: Statistics Canada’s 2002 Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning.

There is a small but positive correlation
between parental educational attainment and
parental aspirations. Figure 1.II.3 shows parental
post-secondary education aspirations by highest
level of parental education.
There is some regional variation in parental
aspirations for their children’s post-secondary
education. At one extreme, over 96% of Ontario
parents report hoping that their children will attend
post-secondary education, while at the other end of
the scale fewer than 88% in Saskatchewan report the
same desire. Similarly, the percentage of parents
who hope their children will attend university varies
slightly by province. At the extremes, almost 80% of
Prince Edward Island parents aspire to a university
education for their child, while in neighbouring New
Brunswick the figure is 67%.
While much of this provincial variation is statistically trivial, two points deserve special attention.
The province where “college” is most frequently

1.

Andres and Looker, “Rurality and Capital.”

cited as the highest level of aspiration is Quebec,
which has a CEGEP (college) system that begins a
year earlier than the rest of the country (typically,
at age 17 instead of 18), is required for students
to pursue university studies and is free. In this case,
it is likely that parental aspirations are influenced by
the structure of the system in Quebec. Also, Alberta
and B.C. have a formal system of articulation
between community colleges and universities. This
system allows students to complete the first two
years of their university program at a community
college, and then transfer to a university for the latter
part of their program; this can be an attractive
option, especially for students in rural areas. The
four Atlantic provinces, Saskatchewan, Manitoba
and Ontario have no such formal system; rather,
transfers are negotiated on a case-by-case basis.1
Figure 1.II.4 shows parental aspirations for children’s
post-secondary education by province of residence.
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Figure 1.II.4 — Parental Aspirations by Province of Residence and by Type of Education
100%
90%

University
CEGEP/College
Private/Other/
Unknown
Trade

80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
CA

NL

PE

NS

NB

QC

ON

MB

SK

AB

BC

Source: Statistics Canada’s 2002 Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning.

The SAEP reveals some slight differences in
aspirations between parents in rural and urban
Canada. Urban parents (96%) are more inclined to
hope their children will pursue post-secondary
studies than their rural counterparts (90%). There is
also a small difference in the type of education rural
and urban parents hope their children will attend.
Parents from rural areas are more likely than their

urban counterparts to report aspiring to a community college education for their child. This may be
due to the fact that rural Canadians tend to live
closer to community colleges/CEGEPs than universities, and colleges are thus a more familiar (not to
mention cheaper) educational option. Figure 1.II.5
shows rural and urban parents’ educational aspirations for their children.

Figure 1.II.5 — Parental Aspirations for Rural and Urban Families
100%
Urban
Rural

95%
90%
85%
80%
75%
70%
65%
60%
Trade

CEGEP/College

University

Source: Statistics Canada’s 2002 Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning.

Private/Other/
Unknown
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Finally, there is also a slight difference in parental aspirations by gender. More parents hope their daughters
will pursue university education than their sons. Conversely, more parents hope that their sons will end their
education at the secondary level. Figure 1.II.6 shows parental aspirations by gender and type of education.

Figure 1.II.6 — Parental Aspirations by Gender and Type of Education
80%
Male
Female

70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
High School

Private/Other

Trade

College/CEGEP

Source: Statistics Canada’s 2002 Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning.

University
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III. The Decision to Pursue Post-Secondary Education
Despite a near-universal desire among parents to see
their children receive some form of post-secondary
education, participation is far from universal. There
are a number of stages which need to be passed
before aspirations turn into participation, and at

each of these stages some youth choose a lifepath
that does not include post-secondary education.
Figure 1.III.1 illustrates the stages of the educational
decision pathway for young people.

Figure 1.III.1 — Youth Educational Decision Pathway for 18- to 20-Year-Olds

Parental Aspirations

Secondary School Student Aspirations

Secondary School Dropout

Secondary School Graduate

Travel

Labour Market

Post-Secondary Applicant

Volunteer

Secondary School Upgrade

Family/Health Concerns
Post-Secondary Participant

10

T H E P R I C E O F K N O W L E D G E 2 0 0 4 : A C C E S S A N D S T U D E N T F I N A N C E I N C A N A DA

Figure 1.III.2 — Parental Aspirations for Children Expected to Finish High School by Age of Child

High School
Trade
CEGEP/College
University
Private/Other

0–5 years

6–12 years

13–18 years

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Source: Statistics Canada’s 2002 Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning.

scale (where 1 indicates disagreement and 5 indiAs children grow into adolescence, a significant
cates agreement). Half of the parents rated the
shift occurs in parental aspirations regarding their
following reason as either 4 or 5: “child does not have
children’s post-secondary future. Generally speakgood enough grades to enter university.” By comparing, as time passes parents become considerably less
ison, only one-quarter gave a score of 4 or 5 to the
confident about the likelihood of their children
statement that their children will likely not go on
gaining a university level education and somewhat
to college or university because it would be “too
less confident about their chances in post-secondary
expensive.” In other words, according to parents of
education generally. Figure 1.III.2 shows the changes
teenagers believed unlikely to
in parental aspirations by child’s age.
continue to higher studies, abilities
Much of this change in parental
Generally
speaking,
as
time
and interests (“Grades not good
aspirations over time could be
passes parents become
enough,” “Job child wants doesn’t
attributed to parents’ increased
considerably
less
confident
require university”) appear to be
ability to gauge their child’s interests
the most salient factors. Cost is also
and abilities as their child grows
about the likelihood of
an important factor, but less so than
older. Parents may see that their
their children gaining a
children are not performing as well
university level education. barriers related to ability and interest.
Broadly speaking, secondary
as hoped in school or that their interstudents themselves seem to hold
est in school is fading. Some intriguthe same views about their educational futures as
ing evidence in this respect is provided by a 2003
their parents. According to the 2003–04 PanCOMPAS Research survey done for the Canada
Canadian Secondary School Survey, nearly 90% of
Millennium Scholarship Foundation in part to
students in Grades 6 to 12 expect to complete some
examine how parents perceive their children’s
form of post-secondary education. Between
educational futures, as shown in Figure 1.III.3.
55% and 60% of students say they expect to
Parents who were not optimistic about the educacomplete a university education (compared to 60%
tion prospects of their children were asked to rate
of parents with children aged 12 to 18 in the SAEP),
various reasons for their pessimism on a five-point
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Figure 1.III.3 — Parents’ Perceptions of Barriers Preventing Their Children From Attending University a
60%
50%

50%
40%

39%

30%

32%

20%

25%

23%
18%

10%
0%
Grades not
good enough

Job child wants
doesn’t require
university

Not enough
information

Benefit not
worth the cost

It is too
expensive/
unaffordable

Nobody else
in the family
has gone

Source: COMPAS Research’s Post-Secondary Education: Cultural, Scholastic and Economic Drivers.
Note:

a Among respondents reporting that they do not believe their children will pursue post-secondary only.

and approximately 23% say they will complete
a college degree (compared to 20% of parents
with children aged 12 to 18 in the SAEP). The
Pan-Canadian Secondary School Survey also asked
questions about what secondary students thought
their parents’ expectations were with respect to their
educational future. As it happens, in just over 90% of
cases, the students’ own expectations matched what
they believed their parents’ expectations to be. This
evidence attests to the powerful role played by
parental expectations in determining students’ postsecondary destinations. However, these data should

be interpreted with caution, as students may in fact
be simply projecting their own educational expectations onto their parents.
One striking detail in the Pan-Canadian
Secondary School Survey data is how little change
there is in student expectations from Grade 6
through Grade 12, as presented in Table 1.III.1. This
is a clear indication that educational expectations
are established early in one’s life. In fact, it is very
likely that some secondary school students report
post-secondary aspirations simply to legitimize their
parents’ expectations.

Table 1.III.1 — Secondary Student Educational Expectations by Secondary School Grade

Complete secondary school

Grade 6
9.9%

Grade 7
11.3%

Grade 8
11.6%

Grade 9
11.3%

Grade 10
10.6%

Complete a university degree

57.9%

55.3%

57.2%

60.6%

55.5%

56.0%

53.8%

7.1%

7.1%

6.8%

6.3%

10.4%

10.7%

10.6%

22.4%

22.3%

22.4%

19.8%

21.4%

23.9%

25.7%

.6%

4.1%

2.0%

2.0%

2.0%

1.8%

1.2%

Complete an
apprenticeship program
Complete a college or
technical institute
diploma/certificate
No response

Source: Prairie Research Associates’ Pan-Canadian Secondary School Survey (forthcoming).

Grade 11
7.5%

Grade 12
8.8%
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ship between “having enough money” and “fear of
debt,” on the other hand, seems somewhat weaker.
The progressively greater emphasis on finances as
a perceived barrier as secondary school students
approach completion is a reflection of two factors.
The first has to do with the way in which secondary
students approach educational planning. Acumen
(2003) has shown that 60% of university applicants
do not begin discussing educational finances with
their parents until after Grade 10. Clearly, financial
barriers cannot become an issue unless educational
finances have been considered, and since this is not
the case for the majority of students prior to
Grade 11, lower levels of concern about finances in
lower grades should not come as a surprise.
The second, less obvious factor is sample bias.
Many of those for whom academic barriers might
have presented a problem will have dropped out of
school prior to Grade 12, increasing the likelihood
that other barriers will come to the fore as completion of secondary school draws near.

Students appear to be less likely than parents
to cite poor marks as a potential barrier to education. The Pan-Canadian Secondary School Survey
asked secondary school students to identify up to
12 potential “barriers” to education. Table 1.III.2
shows that no single factor predominates as a potential barrier to education. Roughly one-quarter of all
secondary students report poor marks as a “major”
or “significant” barrier to obtaining education
beyond the high school level, and this proportion
does not change substantially from Grade 8
onwards. In contrast, the percentage of secondary
students citing insufficient money grows steadily
over time, more than doubling from 16.2% in
Grade 6 to 34.4% in Grade 12. This seems to be
especially relevant for students who must travel in
order to attend post-secondary education, since the
proportion declaring “having enough money” to be
a major barrier seems closely tied to the proportion
reporting that “having enough money to live away
from home” is a significant obstacle. The relation-

Table 1.III.2 — Secondary School Students’ Perceptions of Barriers to Education After High School

Not having enough money

Grade 6
16.2%

Grade 7
17.5%

Grade 8
22.9%

Grade 9
22.3%

Grade 10
26.7%

Grade 11
32.3%

Grade 12
34.4%

26.3%

Poor school marks

19.4%

21.6%

25.0%

22.3%

24.9%

26.7%

Parents don’t encourage it

10.4%

11.6%

11.2%

8%

8.6%

7.0%

6.7%

Friends don’t encourage it

8.7%

7.3%

10.3%

6.9%

7.5%

5.8%

4.3%

Lack of interest/motivation

N/A

N/A

N/A

15.6%

18.2%

16.2%

16.3%

Family obligations

N/A

N/A

N/A

7.9%

10.0%

6.8%

9.1%

Not knowing what careers
are available

N/A

N/A

N/A

14.6%

17.4%

14.3%

17.2%

Not knowing what to do

N/A

N/A

N/A

21.9%

23.4%

22.2%

27.2%

Having to pay to move

N/A

N/A

N/A

21.7%

26.5%

28.9%

32.5%

Having to leave friends

N/A

N/A

N/A

27.6%

25.9%

24.8%

22.3%

Want to get a job

N/A

N/A

N/A

14.1%

15.4%

15.7%

15.9%

Don’t believe it will pay off
in the long run

N/A

N/A

N/A

12.6%

13.3%

10.6%

12.9%

Fear of debt

N/A

N/A

N/A

21.7%

23.1%

21.4%

27.0%

Source: Prairie Research Associates’ Pan-Canadian Secondary School Survey (forthcoming).
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Figure 1.III.4 — Average Age at Which Students Decide to Attend College or University
60%
55.5%

50%

University Applicant
College Applicant

40%
30%

37.8%

34.6%

10%
0%

26.1%

25.1%

20%
13.1%

2.5%

5.4%

Age 9 or younger

Age 10–14

Age 15–19

Age 20+

Source: Acumen Research’s 2003 University Applicant Survey and 2003 College Applicant Survey.

Decision Making: Students Who Continue
to Post-Secondary Education
In general, the age at which young Canadians make
decisions about their post-secondary education is
correlated with gender (i.e., female students seem to
decide to attend post-secondary studies at an earlier
age than males) and grades (i.e., the higher the
secondary school marks, the earlier the decision).
The best available evidence on this subject comes
from the 2003 University Applicant Survey (UAS) and
the 2003 College Applicant Survey (CAS), conducted
by Acumen Research. There are, however, two
notable caveats regarding data from these studies:
1) they rely heavily on a retroactive self-assessment
of attitudes, and 2) they are solely based on the
results of applications to Ontario colleges and
universities.
The UAS asked applicants to indicate the age at
which they decided they would attend university. Of
the 5,380 respondents, a majority of students
reported making the decision before the age of 14.
In fact, nearly 73% of students who choose to
attend university make the decision to do so before
reaching upper secondary school (Grade 9). Not
surprisingly, the college applicant data show a

different result. According to the CAS, less than 19%
of applicants decided on college before the age of 14.
Figure 1.III.4 compares the age at which applicants
decide to attend college or university.
There is a marked difference in the age at which
2003 applicants decided to attend university
compared with the 2001 and 2002 UAS. Previously,
about two-thirds of applicants stated that they made
the decision prior to age 14, but in 2003 this jumped
to nearly 73%. A possible explanation for this
discrepancy is the change of curriculum in Ontario
requiring all students entering Grade 9 to decide
between work-bound, college-bound or universitybound courses. If the change in results is indeed
curriculum driven, it is unlikely that a similar shift
has occurred in other provinces.
Female students appear to make the decision to
attend college and university at an earlier age than
their male counterparts. According to the UAS,
nearly 76% of females make the decision to attend
university by the age of 14, compared to only 68% of
males. This gender difference was also evident in
the college applicant data. Nearly 22% of female
applicants decided on college before the age of 14,
compared to just 12% of males. This gender gap is
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consistent with numerous studies (most notably
Pan-Canadian Education Indicators in Canada,
published by the Council of Ministers of Education,
Canada), which show that females display higher
organizational ability and achieve higher academic
scores in primary and secondary school than males
in almost every subject. Figure 1.III.5 shows the
breakdown by gender for the age at which students
decide to go to college and university.
It is perhaps salient at this point to call into
question the notion of “decision making.” To most,
“choice” refers to a conscious procedure involving a
weighing of alternatives which leads to a rational
selection of a particular option. One may have
legitimate doubts about the consciousness of the
procedure that leads students under 14 to make a
“choice” about university. For the one-third of
university applicants who say that they made a

“choice” at age 9 or less, these doubts become
outright incredulity. In effect, what the UAS results
really suggest is that a university education is not
something most students choose, but rather
something they have been socialized to desire from
childhood—if not from birth.
The correlation between secondary school marks
and plans to attend university is even more
pronounced than those between gender and planning. Almost 90% of students with marks of 95% or
more in secondary school reported that they made
their decision to study at university prior to the age
of 14. Conversely, only 56% of those with average
marks of 75% or less reported that they made their
decision to attend university before the age of 14.
Figure 1.III.6 displays the differences in the age at
which students decide to attend university, sorted by
reported secondary school grade average.

Figure 1.III.5 — Average Age at Which Students Decide to Attend College and University by Gender
70%
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Source: Acumen Research’s 2003 University Applicant Survey and 2003 College Applicant Survey.
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Figure 1.III.6 — Average Age at Which Students Decide to Attend University by Secondary School Average
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Source: Acumen Research’s 2003 University Applicant Survey and 2003 College Applicant Survey.

With respect to college applicants, the relationship
between high school grades and the age of
decision is the inverse of the relationship observed
among university applicants. Younger college applicants tend to have poorer high school marks than
their university counterparts. However, community
colleges are also a destination for students with some

post-secondary education; in fact, nearly 70% of
college applicants over the age of 25 already
possessed a university degree.2 As a result, overall,
high secondary school marks are positively correlated
with age at community colleges. Figure 1.III.7 shows
the age and secondary school average when an
applicant decided to attend college.

Figure 1.III.7 — Average Age at Which Students Decide to Attend College by Secondary School Average
100%
90%
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Source: Acumen Research’s 2003 College Applicant Survey.

2.

The total number of respondents over the age of 25 was 438.
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Figure 1.III.8 — Grade in Which University Applicants
Learned About Academic Requirements
4.1%
15.2%

10.6%
21.5%

Before Grade 9
Grade 9
Grade 10
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After Grade 12

20.2%

28.5%

Source: Acumen Research’s 2003 University Applicant Survey.

It is unclear from the data presented above
whether the decision to attend university at an early
age is a cause or an effect of high academic
achievement. The 2003 UAS, in an attempt to clarify
this relationship, added some new questions—
e.g., it asked applicants when they first learned of
university academic requirements. The evidence, as
it turns out, leans strongly to the side of the
decision being a cause of high academic achievement rather than an effect. Figure 1.III.8 shows the
grade in which applicants first learned about
academic requirements.

As previously seen in Figure 1.III.4, 72% of all
university applicants make the decision to go at age
14 or younger. Yet only 10.6% of students say that
they learned about university entrance requirements
before Grade 9. In other words, students make the
decision to go to university long before they know the
entrance requirements. Since this decision is tightly
correlated to academic grades (Figure 1.III.6), it
suggests that students do not become high achievers
in order to go to university; rather, high-achieving
students decide to go to university because they are
high achievers.
Further evidence in favour of this hypothesis is
shown in Figure 1.III.9. While there is a relationship
between an applicant’s secondary school marks and
the grade in which he or she first learned of institutional academic requirements, the link is a fairly
weak one. University applicants with extremely high
marks (i.e., over 95%) do learn about university
entrance requirements earlier than students with
lower marks: 62% of students with marks over 95%
learned of academic entrance requirements prior to
Grade 11, compared to only 45% of students with
marks under 80%. However, the relationship breaks
down at lower levels of academic achievement,
suggesting once again that students do not change
their behaviour in order to get to university,
but rather get to university on the basis of their
existing behaviour.

Figure 1.III.9 — Grade in Which University Applicants Learned about Academic Requirements, by
Academic Achievement
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Source: Acumen Research’s 2003 University Applicant Survey.
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Decision Making: Students Who Do Not Go
to Post-Secondary Education
As noted previously in Figure 1.III.1, there are three
main reasons why people might not make a direct
transition to post-secondary education. First, they
might not be academically prepared for postsecondary education in the very basic sense that
they did not complete secondary school. Second,
they may prefer to enter the labour market. Finally,
they may prefer to “stop out” of the educational
system by taking a “gap” year to travel or study. While
all these routes stray from the path of post-secondary
education, they are not one-way streets. From each of
these three routes out of the educational system,
there are ways back in.
With respect to secondary school dropouts, the
2003 Education Indicators in Canada indicates that
the high school graduation rate stands at 78%.3 Since
much of the country’s post-secondary system
requires completion of secondary school as a prerequisite to entry, this suggests that at least 20% of
Canadians aged 18 to 20 are simply not academically
qualified to pursue post-secondary education. This is
a major—numerically, the most important—reason
why not all students who aspire to post-secondary
education receive it.
Yet while this group may be temporarily ineligible
for post-secondary education, it is important not to
dismiss them completely. Because of open admissions policies at Canadian community colleges, the
pool of individuals eligible for post-secondary
studies includes individuals who have not completed
secondary school. This is important because surveys
show that the majority of secondary school dropouts
still aspire to some form of post-secondary education. According to the Youth in Transition Survey,
nearly three-quarters of high school dropouts wish to
pursue some form of post-secondary education
in the future. Figure 1.III.10 shows the educational
aspirations of secondary school dropouts.
Another reason why not all young people continue
on to post-secondary education is the lure of the
labour market. In Alberta, for example, the robust oil

Figure 1.III.10 — Educational Aspirations of Secondary
School Dropouts
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4.3%
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Less than high school
High school
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Some post-secondary
courses
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vocational
University degree
Undecided
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45%

Source: Statistics Canada’s Youth in Transition Survey.

and gas sector entices high school graduates
(predominantly males) to enter the labour market
directly from secondary school. According to the
Youth in Transition Survey, nearly 86% of secondary
school graduates not in post-secondary education
(n=270,967, or 26%) are working either full- or parttime.4 The employment rate may appear to be quite
high—but it is important to note that more than
one-third of these individuals are working part-time.
As well, there is a sizable gender gap; specifically,
the full-time participation rate of males was
16 percentage points higher than that of females.
The relatively poor showing of females with only
a high school education could be related to
females’ relatively higher participation rates in postsecondary education.
A final reason why students may not proceed
immediately to post-secondary education is that
some secondary school graduates want to take
advantage of their “gap” year. After completing
13 years of compulsory schooling, for some people
the appeal of another two or four years in formal
education is limited. As a result, some graduates head
abroad for a few months to enjoy new countries and
cultures. Others take advantage of volunteer programs such as Katimavik and Canada World Youth.

3.

The graduation rate is calculated from administrative data provided by provincial Ministries of Education and from population estimates provided by
the Demography Division at Statistics Canada. Administrative data tend to underestimate the true graduation rate since they do not include people
who complete high school outside the regular secondary school systems. Data on graduates from some secondary programs are not uniformly
available across all jurisdictions, and General Education Diplomas (GEDs), adult basic upgrading and education, and graduation from adult day
schools, which take place outside regular secondary school programs, are in most instances not included.

4.

Bowlby and McMullen, At a Crossroads.
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IV. Financial Preparation for Post-Secondary Education
education. The proportion is more than two and
Families play an important role in financial prea half times greater (69%) among families with
paration for their children’s post-secondary
incomes above $85,000. Unsurprisingly, the pereducation. This section will examine the multiple
centage of families identifying themselves as future
financial tools that families rely on to assist their
savers or non-savers (i.e., no plans to save at all)
children in pursuing post-secondary education.
is highest amongst lower-income Canadians.
According to the 2002 Survey of Approaches to
Figure 1.IV.1 shows the patterns
Educational Planning, half of the
of post-secondary expectations and
parents of children expected to
Half of the parents
savings for post-secondary education.
complete high school were already
of
children
expected
The disparity in savings rates
putting money aside for their postto complete high school
between high- and low-income
secondary studies (“current savers”).
parents is not surprising given the
This is notably higher than the total
were already putting
lack of disposable income available
recorded in the 1999 SAEP, which
money aside for their
to low-income Canadians.5 However,
suggests that Canadians’ saving
post-secondary studies.
habits have changed markedly in
it is important to note that the
the past few years. A further 30% of
number of low-income parents
parents reported that they intend to start saving in
saving for their children’s education has increased
the future (“future savers”), while the remaining
considerably in recent years. The 1999 SAEP found
19% said they did not plan to save for their child’s
that nearly 19% of parents with incomes of less than
post-secondary education (“non-savers”).
$30,000 were saving for their child’s post-secondary
The relationship between income and reported
education; three years later, the figure had risen to
savings is both positive and noteworthy. According
just over 26%. This increase is likely a result of the
to the 2002 SAEP, less than 30% of families with
maturation of the Canada Education Savings Grant
incomes below $25,000 are saving for their children’s
(CESG) program; details on the CESG may be found

Figure 1.IV.1 — Parental Saving Status by Household Income
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 2002 Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning.

5.

The Government of Canada has taken steps to address this in the 2004 Federal Budget by introducing changes to the Registered Education Savings
Plan and creating a Learning Bond for low-income families.
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in Section 5B.VI. The 2002 SAEP also found a significant positive correlation between the highest level of
parental education and saving patterns. Parents who
have a university education themselves are four times
more likely to be saving for their children’s education
than parents who did not complete high school.
Figure 1.IV.2 shows parental post-secondary education saving status by highest level of education.
There is little regional variation in parental saving
habits for their children’s post-secondary education.
There are, however, a few deviations from the national
average of 50% for current savers. Nearly 59% of

Saskatchewan parents are current savers, compared
to less than 41% in Quebec. The explanation for the
Quebec results seems relatively straightforward:
colleges in Quebec are basically free, while at the
university level, tuition is the lowest in the country
and the province’s standard three-year degree is one
of the country’s shortest. The low savings rate is therefore likely a reflection of provincial policies designed
to keep private educational expenditures low.
Figure 1.IV.3 shows the percentage of parents who are
currently saving for their children’s post-secondary
education by province of residence.

Figure 1.IV.2 — Parental Saving Status by Highest Level of Education
100%
90%

Current Saver
Future Saver
Non-Saver

80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
Not Stated

High School
or Less

Trade

CEGEP/College

University

Source: Statistics Canada’s 2002 Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning.

Figure 1.IV.3 — Proportion of Parents Who Are Current Savers by Province of Residence
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Figure 1.IV.4 — Proportion of Parents Who Are Current Savers by Residential Status and Province
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 2002 Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning.

Parents in rural Canada appear to save more for
their children’s education than their urban counterparts. This result is not surprising, given that almost
all Canadian universities are located in urban
Canada, and, as a result, prospective students
from rural areas must move to attend one, thereby
incurring substantial living costs. In addition,
Statistics Canada studies indicate that rural
Canadians in general tend to save more than
their urban counterparts. Figure 1.IV.4 shows the
percentage of parents who are currently saving for
their children’s post-secondary education in rural
and urban areas.
Current savers reported a total accumulation
of $32 billion dollars for their children’s postsecondary education by 2002. This is almost double
the $17 billion of accumulated savings reported in
the 1999 SAEP. The median amount saved to date in
2002 was $5,000 per child, an increase of $1,500 since
1999. These significant increases are almost certainly
a result of heavier use of the CESG program and
heightened parental awareness about the cost of
post-secondary education.
Savings, of course, involve sacrificing present
consumption in order to facilitate future purchases.
COMPAS (2004) provides some interesting insight

into the sacrifices currently being made by parents
to fund their children’s education. For example,
parents say they have spent less money on major
purchases, reduced spending in general and paid
down their mortgage faster than originally planned
(this may not appear to be a present sacrifice, but
the act of paying the mortgage down is what is
considered). These are perhaps normal and relatively
easy sacrifices. Somewhat more disquieting is the
fact that 21% of parents say they delayed retirement
in order to save for their children’s education, 17%
report taking a second job and 9% went as far as
remortgaging their house. These sacrifices are selfreported and thus should be taken with a grain of
salt, because of the tendency of respondents in
surveys to over-report beliefs or behaviours that are
socially desirable. Figure 1.IV.5 shows the various
financial preparations taken by parents for their
children’s education.
Savings are not the only possible source of
funds parents will use to support their childen’s
post-secondary education. The 2002 SAEP also
showed that over 84% of parents who are saving for
their children’s education still intend to support their
children from their current income once they enter
post-secondary studies; over 70% expect to provide
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Figure 1.IV.5 — Parents’ Reported Trade-Offs to Save for Children’s Education
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Source: COMPAS Research’s Post-Secondary Education: Cultural, Scholastic and Economic Drivers.

free room and board to assist their children; and
just over one-quarter expect to provide assistance to
their children by taking out loans. This last figure
is particularly interesting, since it suggests that
existing student debt numbers provide only a partial
portrait of total borrowing for education and that
there is an entire “hidden world” of borrowing for
education. This hidden world is unseen by policymakers because it is both the family as well as the

student who is incurring debt. Figure 1.IV.6 shows
the alternative financing strategies parents plan to
use to meet their child’s post-secondary costs.
The majority of parents believe their children will
contribute to the funding of their own education
through a variety of sources, including employment
income, bursaries, loans and scholarships. The
results from the 2002 SAEP indicate that parents
possess a better sense of funding sources available to

Figure 1.IV.6 — Alternative Financing Strategies Parents Plan to Use to Meet Children’s Post-Secondary Costs
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Table 1.IV.1 — Parents’ Expected Sources of Children’s
Contributions to Post-Secondary Costs

Work before PSE

1999 Results
72%

2002 Results
80%

Work during PSE

86%

66%

Work interrupting PSE

5%

8%

Academic scholarships

65%

40%

Need-based grants
and bursaries

34%

29%

Government loans

92%

36%

Non-student loans

22%

11%

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1999 and 2002 Survey of Approaches to
Educational Planning.

students than was the case three years earlier. While
parents in 1999 appeared to be overly optimistic
about the various funding sources available to their
children—particularly with respect to government
student loans and academic scholarships—parents
in 2002 were much more realistic. In fact, the difference between the two surveys is so striking that one
suspects that in at least one of the two surveys there
was a significant error in data reporting. Table 1.IV.1
shows the differences in expected sources of funding
in the 1999 and 2002 SAEP.

The 2002 PEPS survey results allow for a comparison to be drawn between parental perceptions and
the reality faced by students. PEPS asked full-time
post-secondary students aged 18 to 24 to provide
information on what sources they were using to fund
their current academic year.
Just over three-quarters of PEPS respondents had
worked before starting post-secondary studies and
were using savings from their past earnings to fund
their current studies. Also, about two-thirds (64%)
were working during their current academic year.
Just over one-quarter of PEPS respondents (26%)
had received a government student loan for the
current year. These figures were very close to the
2002 SAEP figures for each of these funding sources,
although it should be noted that the 2002 SAEP looks
at financing strategies throughout an entire program
of post-secondary studies, while PEPS looks at
strategies used for the current academic year only.
This is noteworthy because the use of specific financial resources may vary according to the year of postsecondary studies.6 One of the more interesting
points emerging from the data comparison is the
substantial gap in expected and actual funding
with respect to both scholarships and bursaries.

Figure 1.IV.7 — Parents’ Expected Sources of Funding and Children’s Actual Sources of Funding for
Post-Secondary Education
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 2002 Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning and Post-Secondary Education Participation Survey.

6.

Shipley, Ouellette and Cartwright, Planning and Preparation.
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It appears that students compensate for this gap, at
least in part, through alternative loans—primarily
lines of credit at financial institutions. Figure 1.IV.7
shows parental expectations for various sources of
funding for their children’s’ education and actual
usage of those funding sources.
Not all parents are saving for their children’s postsecondary education. For the most part, this reflects
not neglect, but the struggle of many families to
make ends meet. According to the 2002 SAEP, over

60% of parents who identified themselves as “future
savers” and over half of parents who are “nonsavers” simply lack the disposable income to save for
their children’s post-secondary studies.
Most parents contribute more than money to the
post-secondary education planning process. In
addition to saving for their children’s education,
parents participate in the selection of programs and
institutions. Figure 1.IV.8 shows parental activities
prior to their children’s post-secondary education.

Figure 1.IV.8 — Parental Activities Prior to Children’s Post-Secondary Education
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V. Institutional Choice
limited to Ontario only, provide valuable insight into
the choices faced by applicants.
According to the Survey of First-Year University
Students, only 15% of first-year university students applied for college, and, similarly, the
University Applicant Survey found that only 14% of
applicants considered college when investigating
post-secondary options. Applying for college was
strongly and negatively correlated with secondary
school grades, as shown in Figure 1.V.1. Since very
few students are actually able to enter university
with a grade below 75%, the increase in college
application rates that occurs once grades sink below
80% can best be seen as a form of post-secondary
“insurance”—i.e., a back-up plan in case university
application does not work out.
Among college students, 10% of Ontario applicants (the only ones for whom data are available)
said they had also applied to a university, again
indicating very little overlap between university and
college applicants. This group was evenly split
between those who said that, given the choice, they
would prefer to attend university and those who said
they would prefer to attend college.

Having decided to pursue post-secondary education,
individuals must still select one or more institutions
to which they will apply. Individuals examine program
offerings, weigh the financial implications of studying
(at home or away, college or university), and research
the entrance requirements of prospective institutions.
Once these factors have been examined, the next step
for students is the application process.

Choosing a Type of Education
The first step in choosing an institution is to choose
the type of education one wishes to pursue. The
evidence suggests that there is no substantial
overlap between students who choose college and
universities. In effect, there are two very separate
“markets” for post-secondary education in Canada,
and prospective students make their choice between
these markets prior to applying for admission. The
best available data on this subject come from
Acumen Research’s University Applicant Survey and
College Applicant Survey, as well as the Canadian
Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s Survey of FirstYear University Students. The Acumen data, although

Figure 1.V.1— University Applicant Consideration of College by Grade Average
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Figure 1.V.2 – Reasons for Choosing University
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The reasons why people choose their type of
education are difficult to ascertain. While existing
surveys do show that university and college students
cite very different reasons for wishing to attend their
“type” of post-secondary education, these surveys
typically measure this desire with closed questions,
and, as a result, the individual is limited to a few
pre-selected responses. It is therefore unclear
if different results actually reflect a different set
of reasons or simply different survey designs.

Figures 1.V.2 and .3 display data from the Survey
of First-Year University Students and the College
Applicant Survey with respect to reasons for choosing
a type of institution.
University students by and large appear to have
occupational concerns on their minds when they
apply for university. Nearly two-thirds (65%) say they
are attending university in order to “get a good job”
or “preparing for a specific career.” This rises to over
70% of respondents if we include those saying they
applied to “develop a broad base of skills.” While all
students no doubt have either general or specific
academic interests, only 16% of students said
that their primary aim was to “get a good general
education” or “increase my knowledge in an
academic field.”
Nearly all college applicants cite an employmentrelated reason for wanting to attend college. Only
one-eighth of applicants cited a reason unrelated to
employment—namely, “preparing for university”
(which may in fact be considered an employmentrelated decision) and “other.” However, given the
limited choices available in answering this question—unlike the Survey of First-Year University
Students, there were no answers such as “general
academic interest,” etc.—readers should be wary of
drawing definite conclusions from these data.

Figure 1.V.3 — Reasons for Applying to College
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Source: Acumen Research’s 2003 Ontario College Applicant Survey.
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Was laid off
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Figure 1.V.4 — Decision to Attend First-Choice Institution Among University Applicants
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Choosing an Institution

having “very much” influence on their decision.
The age at which a student selects a preferred
Figure 1.V.5 shows the top five factors in the final
university appears to happen quite late in his or her
selection of college.
studies. According to the 2003 University Applicant
Potential university students, on the other hand,
Survey, over 50% of students choose their preferred
tend to select their institution first and then
institution in Grade 12 or later. Figure 1.V.4 illustrates
proceed to choose their program. According to the
the breakdown by year of study. College applicants
2003 University Applicant Survey, the five most
tend to make their decision later than university
important factors in a potential university student’s
applicants. This is unsurprising, given that nearly
decision are: 1) employment outcomes, 2) academic
70% of college applicants take at
reputation of school, 3) tuition costs,
least one year off between ending
Over 50% of students choose 4) proximity to home, and 5) availhigh school and starting college.
ability of scholarships. These findings
their preferred institution
College students tend to select
are consistent with those of the
in
Grade
12
or
later.
their program of interest and then
2001 Survey of First-Year University
search for an institution offering
Students, which found that the five
that program. According to the College Applicant
most influential factors were: 1) specific careerSurvey, nearly three-quarters of college applicants
related program, 2) quality of academic programs,
indicated that their program of interest led them
3) desire to live close to home, 4) institutional reputato consider certain colleges. In fact, the top five
tion and 5) financial assistance/scholarships. Given
college characteristics chosen by applicants were the
that university programs are longer and more costly
following: 1) program offering, 2) program reputathan college programs, it is no surprise that univertion, 3) college reputation, 4) instructional quality
sity students are likelier than college students to
and 5) proximity to home. Over 50% (n=1,574)
accord greater importance to program cost and
of applicants saw all five of these reasons as
funding sources in the institutional selection process.
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Figure 1.V.5 — Top Five Factors in the Selection of College
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The decision to attend a specific university is
made with the assistance of many resources.
According to the Survey of First-Year University
Students, the single most important factor is visiting
the campus. Table 1.V.2 illustrates the most
important resources accessed by students when
making their decision to attend a specific university.

As was the case for university applicants, a visit to
the campus proved to be the most important factor
for college applicants when choosing a particular
institution. Web sites also played an important role in
influencing college applicants’ choices. Figure 1.V.6
shows the most influential factors for these individuals.

Being Selected by an Institution
Table 1.V.1 — Single Most Important Information
Source in the Decision to Attend a Specific University
Information Source
Campus visit

Percentage
26%

Brochures or pamphlets

17%

Visit by a representative
to high school or CEGEP

13%

University Web site

9%

Maclean’s magazine

7%

Calls from faculty or
students of the university

4%

Meeting with university
admissions officer on campus

3%

Letters from university rep
to high school or CEGEP

2%

Media reports
CD-ROM

2%
<1%

Other reason

9%

Don’t know/No response

9%

The majority of this section has dealt with the
individual’s choice of institution. In many cases,
however, this is only half the story. The desire to
study at a particular institution or pursue a specific
program is no guarantee of admittance. For the most
part, this is not an issue in the Canadian community
college sector, as community colleges are for the
most part “open access” institutions, requiring
only a high school diploma to gain admittance.7
Universities, on the other hand, ration spaces on the
basis of academic merit; in many programs, this
rationing is done on the basis of high school marks.
Institutional selectivity is a difficult quality to
measure. As reported in the first edition of The Price
of Knowledge, outside Ontario (where required
entrance averages actually change over time),
published university entrance requirements are

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2001 Survey of First-

Year University Students.

7.

This distinction is not true for all community college programs. There are some college programs that have academic requirements that are at least as
restrictive as Canadian university programs.
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Figure 1.V.6 — Ten Most Influential Recruitment and Marketing Activities for College Applicants
40%
35%
35.5%

30%
30.4%

25%

26.8%

20%

21.3%

20.9%

15%
13.4%

10%

12.6%

5%

7.7%

5.6%

1.8%

News
coverage
on the
college

EDGE
schoolfinder

0%
Oncampus
visit

College
InterWeb site
action
with
current
students

Phone
contact
from the
college

College
calendar

Email
contact
from
college

College
liason

College
advertising

Source: Acumen Research’s 2003 Ontario College Applicant Survey.

frequently little more than a polite fiction. Major
research universities such as the University of
Calgary and the University of British Columbia still
publish their “minimum” entrance requirements as
being a secondary school average of 65%—even
though no student with a 65% average has graced
their classrooms for several years.
Institutional entrance averages are similarly an
inadequate method of measuring selectivity. The
average marks of an entering class says something
about the degree of selectivity of an institution (that
is, a higher average implies greater selectivity), but it
does not tell us how high the “bar” is for students
wishing to enter, because it still sheds no light on the
minimum marks required to enter.
In fact, the best available method of measuring
selectivity in Canadian institutions is to examine both
average institutional entering marks and minimum
entering marks. The best proxy for minimum entering grades for which data are available would appear
to be the percentage of students entering with
average high school marks over 75%. Both this figure

and the average entering grade can be obtained from
1994 onward, using information from Maclean’s
annual university rankings.
Figure 1.V.7 shows national average entering
marks and minimum entering marks over the past
decade. Maclean’s institutional data have been
weighted to take into account enrolment and to
derive national averages. The average includes
virtually all institutions in the country, with the
exception of the Université du Québec system,
which does not participate in the Maclean’s exercise.
Generally speaking, what Figure 1.V.7 shows is
that higher grades are required to enter university
now than ten years ago. It is unclear to what extent
this is due to grade inflation and to what extent it is
due to increased competition and selectivity. It is
likely a combination of the two: increased selectivity
can certainly serve as fuel for grade inflation. At least
superficially, there appears to be an increase in
selectivity at Canadian universities. Given that
selectivity acts as an impermeable entrance screen,
it would not be an exaggeration to say that the
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Figure 1.V.7 — Average Entering Grades and Proportion of Students With Entering Grades Above 75% Across
Canada From 1994 to 2003
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Source: Maclean’s rankings (1994–2003) and authors’ calculations.

academic barriers to post-secondary education,
based on this evidence, have increased over the past
ten years.
There is, however, a third possible explanation:
the change may simply be due to changes in the
way institutions report data to Maclean’s. Many
institutions have made “technical” changes in the
way they report data over the past decade, such as
calculating the entering average based on a student’s
strongest five secondary-level courses instead of on
all his or her courses, or excluding from the calculation special admission programs for specific groups
of students. These small changes can have a
substantial effect on institutional ranking, and so
there is a clear incentive for institutions to portray
data in this more flattering manner.

Interestingly, while both selectivity indicators
show an upward trend, the effect is stronger on the
indicator that is more susceptible to institutional
manipulation. Between 2000 and 2003, there was a
six percentage-point increase in the level of
minimum selectivity (proportion of students entering with grades above 75%), with no corresponding
increase in the average entering grade. This suggests
that a large number of people are being nudged over
the 75% “line” without the overall average increasing
that much. Given that this figure accounts for 12%
of the final Maclean’s ranking, it would not be
surprising to find a certain entrepreneurial streak in
the way institutions report their enrolment data.

Chapter 2

A Profile of the Student Body
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Chapter 2

A Profile of the Student Body
I. Introduction—Participation in Post-Secondary Education
trend in recent years is that, after a decade of relative
In 2002–2003 there were just under 1.7 million
stagnation, university enrolment has increased
Canadians enrolled in courses leading to degrees,
sharply since the turn of the millennium, a phenodiplomas and certificates at universities, colleges
menon that can only partially be attributed to
and technical institutes across the country. PostOntario’s double cohort.
secondary students, therefore, represent just over 5%
While the overall numbers are important, rising
of the Canadian population as a whole. There are
enrolment must be viewed within the context of the
more students in Canada than there are Manitobans
overall youth population. Section III therefore
or Saskatchewanians, and their total number rivals
concentrates on the all-important participation
the entire population of the Maritimes. The
rate—that is, the proportion of the nation’s total youth
country’s full-time farmers, fishers, miners, forestry
population enrolled in post-secondary education.
workers, utility workers, oil and gas workers, and
In keeping with rising enrolment, the
construction workers combined are
nation’s participation rate is also
not as numerous as the country’s
Post-secondary
students
rising. Regionally, participation rates
student population.
represent just over 5% of
are highest in Quebec and Nova
Much more is known about
the Canadian population
Scotia and lowest in the three Prairie
Canadian students than was the
provinces.
case two years ago, when the origias a whole.
Participation rates do not tell
nal Price of Knowledge was written.
the entire story about access to postAt that time, most of the available
secondary education. While it is important to know
data were for aggregate student populations. But
how many people are accessing post-secondary
as a result of extensive survey research understudies, it is also necessary to consider who is
taken by Statistics Canada, the Canada Millennium
accessing post-secondary education. Data on the
Scholarship Foundation, the Canadian Undergraduate
socio-economic background of students, which are
Student Survey Consortium and the Canadian College
examined in Section IV, suggest that the situation is
Student Survey Consortium a much more detailed
not ideal, with students from higher-income families
picture of the Canadian student population can now
continuing to attend university in greater numbers
be drawn.
than students from lower-income families. However,
Section II of this chapter begins with the most
family education seems to be a more important
basic facts: the number of students, the level of
factor than family income in determining posteducation they are pursuing and various trends in
secondary pathways, and there appears to be little
enrolment, including changes in the gender, age and
evidence to suggest that educational inequality is
registration status of Canadian students. In terms of
increasing over time. In fact, if inequality is measured
age and gender, the composition of the student body
by the proportion of students from lower-income
has not altered much in recent years; rather, the key
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backgrounds enrolled in post-secondary studies,
there is considerable evidence to suggest that
inequality has actually been decreasing over time.
A vast amount of new data on specific
student sub-populations has recently become
available. Visible minority students (Section V ),
students with disabilities (Section VI), Aboriginal
students (Section VII), students with dependants
(Section VIII) and rural students (Section IX) are
all examined in detail. Students with disabilities
appear to be slightly over-represented in the student
population compared to the population as a whole,
although this may simply be the result of a greater
willingness to identify “learning disabilities” as a
disability. Students from rural areas and visible
minority students both appear to attend postsecondary education in numbers roughly proportional to their share of the population. Aboriginal
students have made enormous strides in educational attainment in the past 25 years, but while
Aboriginal college attainment rates are now equal to
those of non-Aboriginal students, their attainment
rates at the university level continue to lag significantly behind those of other students.
Section X looks at patterns of student mobility
within Canada. Many students, particularly at the
university level, move away from their home towns
to study. Few university students and virtually no
college students, however, appear to leave their
home province to study. Inter-provincial mobility

is most prominent in the Atlantic region, but less so
in the West, Ontario and Quebec.
Section XI, on international mobility, examines
Canada’s “trade” in students with the rest of the
world. The most recent data show that Canada
receives about twice as many students from other
countries as it sends abroad. Students come to
Canada from a great number of countries, and no
single country dominates our student “imports.”
While international students come primarily from
Asian countries, there are significant numbers of
American and French students present as well.
Canadian students abroad, on the other hand, are
less eclectic in their choice of destination—more
than three-quarters of these students head south of
the border to the United States.
Access to post-secondary education is, however,
only part of the story. Simply gaining access to
post-secondary education is only half the battle;
persisting through to completion is equally, if not
more, important. The final section of this chapter
therefore looks at what is known about dropouts,
persistence and stop-outs in post-secondary education. Data in this section show that while
system-level retention rates are fairly good in
Canada, institutional retention rates are less so, with
many students apparently changing institutions at
least once before finishing a degree.

33

C H A P T E R 2 : A P R O F I L E O F T H E S T U D E N T B O DY

II. Enrolment
Reliable enrolment data are difficult to obtain in
Canada. Statistics Canada, which for decades has
been the “official” source of statistics, has in recent
years switched student data tracking systems and
experienced large problems. These problems are not
attributed solely to Statistics Canada since colleges
and universities across the country have made the
data problems, in some cases, worse. As a result,
Statistics Canada has not been able to release
enrolment data in a timely fashion. Therefore, the
most recent “official” data date from 1999–2000 for
the college sector and 2000–01 for the university
sector. In the absence of official data, other
sources—notably the Association of Universities and
Colleges of Canada (AUCC) and various provincial
governments—must be used to estimate more
recent enrolment trends.1
After very strong growth in enrolment throughout
the 1980s, enrolment in the 1990s was extremely
stable. There was a small drop in university enrolment

over the decade, which was due entirely to a drop in
enrolment rates among older adults pursuing parttime university studies. At the turn of the decade,
however, enrolment growth began again in the
university sector (but not in the college sector). In
2002–03, the last year for which reasonably complete
data are available, just under 1.7 million Canadians
were enrolled in university and college programs
leading to a degree, certificate or diploma—the
highest total ever.2 Although no college figures are
available for 2003–04, it is expected that this year will
surpass the previous year, if only because this is
the year that Ontario’s “double cohort” graduated to
the post-secondary level. Figure 2.II.1 shows tradevocational, college and university enrolment trends
in Canada since 1990.3
Despite relatively stable enrolment at the national
level, there have in fact been major shifts at the
provincial level which, in sum, have tended to offset
each other. Increases in university enrolment have

Figure 2.II.1 — Post-Secondary Enrolment in Canada From 1990–91 to 2003–04
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Source: Statistics Canada’s University Student Information System and Community College Student Information System, AUCC’s annual
enrolment estimates, provincial government records and authors’ calculations.

1.

Non-Statistics Canada sources tend to use slightly different definitions of what constitutes a “student” for statistical purposes. Therefore, it is
impossible simply to add AUCC and provincial data to the existing Statistics Canada time-series data. What the authors have done instead is to index
the changes in AUCC/provincial data to the last year of existing Statistics Canada data and then apply the index to the Statistics Canada figures
available that year. The logic behind this method of estimation is that, despite differences in methodology between Statistics Canada and
non-Statistics Canada sources, changes in non-Statistics Canada data are likely reflective of changes in underlying realities, and so applying the
change trend to existing numbers is likely to provide a reasonably accurate estimate of current enrolment levels.

2.

The previous edition of The Price of Knowledge used slightly higher figures for total enrolment in the 1990s. These data have been revised downwards
slightly in this edition following an advisory from Statistics Canada that data on part-time trade-vocational enrolment are unreliable. These figures
have therefore been excluded from the data in this section, leading to slightly lower overall figures. Regardless of whether these students are included
or excluded, 2002–03 is still the year with the highest ever national enrolment level.

3.

The enrolment data in this section are head count data and not full-time equivalent or full-time data.
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Figure 2.II.2 — Changes in Enrolment by Province (1990–91 = 100%)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s University Student Information System and Community College Student Information System, AUCC’s annual
enrolment estimates, provincial government records and authors’ calculations.

been the most spectacular in B.C., where enrolment
at universities has increased by 70% since 1990; this
increase would be even more pronounced if one
included students at university colleges. Ontario,
New Brunswick, Nova Scotia and Alberta have also
registered important gains in university enrolment.
Enrolment increased only modestly in Prince
Edward Island and Manitoba, stagnated in
Newfoundland and Labrador and Quebec, and
declined slightly in Saskatchewan. At the college
level, five jurisdictions registered increases, four
registered decreases, while the rest in effect reported
no change. Figure 2.II.2 shows changes in enrolment
by province.

University Enrolment
Between 1980 and 1992, enrolment in Canadian
universities increased by nearly 40% to 885,000
students. Growth then stopped and reversed quite
suddenly in the mid-1990s. This change was due to
two trends that began more or less simultaneously:
1) flat-lined enrolment for the full-time student
population, and 2) a sudden decline in the number
of part-time students in all provinces except B.C. and
Alberta. Neither phenomenon is particularly well
understood, although many explanations have been
proposed. Since both events coincided with a
general rise in the price of tuition, financial
factors have frequently been cited as the reason for
the decline. However, the evidence presented in

4. Drews and O’Heron 1999.

Chapter 3 of this book tends to undermine this
explanation. Another explanation holds that rising
enrolment standards, such as those shown in
Chapter 1.V, were responsible for the levelling off of
full-time enrolment, if not the decline in part-time
students. A third explanation acknowledges the role
of rising academic cut-offs, but suggests that the real
cause was declining institutional revenue in the
wake of government cutbacks. This explanation
posits that rising academic standards were simply
the institutions’ way of keeping enrolment growth
under control during a time of shrinking resources.
The decline in part-time enrolment has also been
linked by some to gender enrolment patterns. For
most of the 1970s, 1980s and early 1990s, female
post-secondary students tended to increase their
academic qualifications and upgrade their skills in
order to participate in the changing labour market;
they were therefore less likely to enroll in full-time
university studies. Also, since it takes considerably
longer to complete a credit part-time, this likely
reinforced the growth. Since 1992, however, there
has been a decline in female part-time enrolment,
largely due to the fact that their educational qualifications are now roughly equivalent to those of males
and they have thus “caught up” in the labour market.4
Whatever the reasons for the decline in enrolment,
enrolment levels reached a trough in 1997–98 and
began rising thereafter. At first, the increase was
slow, but the pace quickened at the turn of the
decade. Full-time enrolment is now at an all-time
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Figure 2.II.3 — Canadian University Enrolment by Registration Status
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Source: Statistics Canada’s University Student Information System and AUCC’s annual enrolment estimates.

high and part-time enrolment is increasing again,
though it still remains some ways off of former levels.
Figure 2.II.3 shows total enrolment numbers for fulltime and part-time university students since 1990.
The steep increase in Canadian university
enrolment between 1999–2000 and 2003–04 was
unprecedented in the country’s history. In just three
years, the university population jumped by 155,000
students, which represents an 18% increase. This
increase, from the perspective of the year 2000,
is equivalent to adding the entire university
population of Newfoundland and Labrador, New
Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia,
Manitoba and Saskatchewan combined, plus the
student body of McGill University. Some of this
increase can certainly be attributed to the one-time
effect of the “double cohort” in Ontario, but this is by
no means the entire story. Over the three-year period
in question it was in fact British Columbia that experienced the largest increase in enrolment (despite
massive tuition increases of nearly 70% during the
same span), while Manitoba, which had a tuition
freeze in place during this period, recorded an
impressive 29% increase in enrolment. Of the
remaining provinces, Quebec and the Maritime
provinces all recorded enrolment increases of 10% or

more. Newfoundland and Labrador's 8% increase is
remarkable considering it came despite a falling
youth population.
Alberta's small growth appears to be the result of
a reporting error at Athabasca University in the base
year (1999-2000); the true growth figure is likely
between 12-15%. Only Saskatchewan saw a drop in
total student numbers and even here the drop was
entirely due to a decline in part-time enrolment;
full-time enrolment actually rose slightly. Changes in
provincial university enrolment from 1999–2000 to
2003–04 are shown below in Figure 2.II.4.

Age
As mentioned in Cervenan and Usher (2004), there
has been little change in the average age of
Canadian university students in the past 40 years.
These findings are consistent with Statistics
Canada’s enrolment data, which likewise show that
the age of the full-time university student population has, on the whole, remained remarkably
constant. In fact, despite the creation of substantial
lifelong learning initiatives, the age of the full-time
student body has barely moved. There are more
students over the age of 30 in the university system,
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Figure 2.II.4 — Changes in University Enrolment by Province From 1999-2000 to 2003–04
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Figure 2.II.5 — Age Distribution of Full-Time University Students in 1980–81, 1989–90 and 1999–2000
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Figure 2.II.6 — Mean Age of Full-Time University Students by Province in 1998–99
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but that growth has been mitigated by expansion
among the younger cohort. In 1999, the average age
of full-time university students was 22, compared to
21 two decades earlier. In fact over the 1990s the
average age of students declined as enrolment
growth was driven by younger students. Figure 2.II.5
shows the age distribution of full-time university
students for 1980, 1989 and 1999.
There are some slight differences in the age breakdown by province at the university level. Figure 2.II.6

shows the mean age of full-time university students
by province in 1998–99.
Part-time university enrolment, as mentioned
previously, is on the rise again. It appears that
younger students are driving this growth. Although
the majority of part-time students in Canadian
universities are still over the age of 30, the average
age of part-time students is falling. The only age
group in which the number of part-time students
grew during the 1990s was the 18- to 21-year-old

Figure 2.II.7 — Percentage Change in Part-Time University Enrolment by Age Group from 1988–89 to 1998–99
(1988–89 = 100%)
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group. The 22- to 25-year-old age group ended the
decade at more or less the same level at which it
began, while the number of 26- to 29-year-olds
enrolled in part-time university studies decreased by
approximately 20%. The most significant decrease in
the number of part-time university students was
observed in the largest age cohort: by the end of the
decade, the number of part-time students aged 30 or
over had decreased by almost a third from its 1992
peak level. Enrolment in all three of these groups
appeared to have levelled off at the turn of the
century. Figure 2.II.7 shows the percentage change
in part-time university enrolment by age group over
the past decade.

Gender
The major trend in the past three decades concerning
gender in Canadian post-secondary education has
occurred almost exclusively within the university
sector. Female students accounted for approximately
three-quarters of the growth in full-time enrolment
during the 1980s and 1990s; as a result, their share of
the entire full-time university population increased
from 45% to 55%. Female enrolment still lags behind
male enrolment in a few select fields of study, such as
the physical sciences and engineering, but in most
fields of study females are now the majority. Since

enrolment for both genders is on the rise male
enrolment, which was declining in the late 1990s,
is at its highest level in the past six years. This growth
has nevertheless been overshadowed by the larger
growth among female students.
There are striking patterns in part-time enrolment when examined by gender. It is clear that both
the initial growth and subsequent decline in the
number of part-time students were largely femaledriven. While male students contributed to the
growth and decline in part-time enrolment, they did
so to a much lesser extent than females. It is worth
mentioning that after a decade of declining
part-time enrolment (female and male), this trend
has started to reverse. Figure 2.II.8 shows female
university enrolment as a percentage of total
university enrolment over the past two decades.
There are some slight differences in the gender
breakdown by province at the university level.
Programs offered at the various institutions in a
province can help explain the majority of these
differences. For example, the University of Prince
Edward Island (the only university in the province)
has relatively few students in traditionally maledominated fields such as math, physical science and
engineering. Figure 2.II.9 shows the university
gender breakdown by province in 2000–01.

Figure 2.II.8 — Female University Enrolment as a Percentage of Total University Enrolment From 1980–81 to 2000–01
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Source: Statistics Canada’s University Student Information System and Community College Student Information System.
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Figure 2.II.9 — University Students by Gender and Province in 2000–01
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Source: Statistics Canada’s University Student Information System.

Location of Study

College Enrolment

The geographical distribution of Canadian university students does not differ significantly from that of
the population as a whole; the majority of Canadian
university students (and Canadians) live in the
Quebec City—Windsor corridor. According to
Statistics Canada enrolment numbers for 2001–2002
(the last year for which data is available), over twothirds of the country’s university students were
studying in either Ontario or Quebec. As befits an
increasingly urban nation, the majority of university
students study at institutions in large urban centres.
At the university level, students are concentrated
very heavily at a handful of large institutions; as Table
2.II.I shows, over 616,000 of the nation’s 886,000
university students (approximately 69% of the
university students) attend just twenty institutions.
Table 2.II.1 shows the country’s largest universities,
by enrolment.

Accurate data on college enrolment are very difficult
to obtain. For statistical purposes, college enrolment
is divided into “college” and “trade-vocational.” Data
quality are barely adequate for the former and poor
for the latter. Reporting for the sector as a whole is,
as a result, uneven.
The division made by Statistics Canada between
“college” and “trade-vocational” is based primarily
on program requirements. Specifically, “college”
programs require a secondary school diploma.
“College” students are primarily studying in degree
or diploma programs of a general or professional
nature (such as business, commerce or health
sciences). “Trade-vocational” programs, on the other
hand, do not require secondary school completion.
These programs are primarily career-oriented
(e.g., machining, secretarial studies, plumbing, hairdressing, etc.), but the category also includes
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Table 2.II.1 — Top 20 Canadian Universities by Enrolment in 2001–20025 (Full-Time and Part-Time)a,b
Institution
University of Toronto

Location
Toronto, Ontario

Full-Time
44,060

Part-Time
14,940

Total Number
of Students
59,000

Université de Montréal

Montreal, Quebec

34,165

18,520

52,685

York University

Toronto, Ontario

30,465

9,110

39,575

Université du Québec à Montréal

Montreal, Quebec

18,545

18,640

37,185

University of British Columbia

Vancouver, British Columbia

28,900

7,095

35,995

Université Laval

Quebec City, Quebec

23,715

11,495

35,210

University of Alberta

Edmonton, Alberta

27,675

4,775

32,450

McGill University

Montreal, Quebec

22,735

7,415

30,150

University of Western Ontario

London, Ontario

25,220

4,430

29,650

University of Calgary

Calgary, Alberta

22,725

4,660

27,385

Concordia University

Montreal, Quebec

16,755

10,200

26,955

University of Ottawa

Ottawa, Ontario

19,275

7,290

26,565

University of Manitoba

Winnipeg, Manitoba

18,075

6,195

24,270

Ryerson University

Toronto, Ontario

11,370

12,070

23,440

University of Waterloo

Waterloo, Ontario

19,780

2,935

22,715

Simon Fraser University

Vancouver, British Columbia

11,010

9,390

20,400

University of Saskatchewan

Saskatoon, Saskatchewan

15,395

4,730

20,125

Carleton University

Ottawa, Ontario

14,075

4,390

18,465

McMaster University

Hamilton, Ontario

14,920

3,530

18,450

Queen’s University

Kingston, Ontario

15,260

2,965

18,225

Source: Statistics Canada’s University Student Information System.
Note:

a Includes full- and part-time students, at both the graduate and undergraduate levels.
b Numbers have been rounded to the nearest 0 or 5.

Figure 2.II.10 — Canadian Full-Time College Enrolment by Type of Program From 1990–91 to 1999–2000
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Source: Statistics Canada’s Community College Student Information System.

5.

Due to the new format of data reporting the total enrolments for each university include enrolments for the entire institution including affiliated
colleges, etc.
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to about 75% in 1990–91. Thus, according to the
most recent Statistics Canada data (1999–2000),
there are roughly 90,000 part-time college students
across the country. This figure is substantially lower
than the 1.5 million part-time college students
commonly referred to in the college community. The
main reason for this discrepancy is that Statistics
Canada’s data include only those individuals pursuing post-secondary studies and do not include those
individuals who are taking non-credit (e.g., English as
a second language) or non-post-secondary courses
(e.g., community education or life skills programs) at
a college.

students in a variety of other types of programs, such
as pre-employment, pre-apprenticeship, registered
apprenticeships, skills upgrading, language training,
special contract training, job readiness training,
academic upgrading and preparatory training.
Many of these latter types of students—who
comprise nearly a third of all trade-vocational
students—are in programs that would in almost all
circumstances not be considered post-secondary.
For instance, many students in this category
would be ineligible to receive government student
assistance because the course was too short or of a
pre-tertiary nature.
College enrolment data indicate that full-time
enrolment increased by over 25% in the 1990s.
On the other hand, trade-vocational full-time
enrolment declined by just over 10% in the same
time period. Figure 2.II.10 shows the evolution of
full-time college and trade-vocational enrolment in
Canada from 1990–91 to 1999–2000.
Because data on part-time trade-vocational
students are not reliable, it is not possible to portray
the full-time/part-time status of college students as
a whole. Among those in “college” programs, roughly
83% were studying full-time in 1999–2000, compared

Age
The average age of Canadian college students is
almost identical to that of their university counterparts. According to Statistics Canada’s 1998–99
enrolment data, the average age of a Canadian
college student is 22.6 This finding is similar to the
average age (23) in the Canadian College Student
Survey Consortium’s past three general surveys
(2001–2003). Figure 2.II.11 shows the age distribution of full-time college students in the 1990s.

Figure 2.II.11 — Age Distribution of Full-Time College Students in 1990–91, 1994–95 and 1998–99
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Source: Statistics Canada’s Community College Student Information System.

6.

The average age increases to 23 if CEGEP enrolment in Quebec is not included.
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There are some slight differences in the age breakdown by province at the college level. The average
age of full-time college students is youngest in
Quebec (19.6) and oldest in Nova Scotia (24.7). The
age difference by region is explained by the fact that
students in Quebec are entering the college system
earlier (typically at 17 years old) than students in the
rest of Canada. Figure 2.II.12 shows the mean age of
full-time college students by province in 1998–99. It is
important to note that the number for Canada as a
whole (CA) includes CEGEP enrolment in Quebec,
while the figure for the rest of Canada (ROC) does not.
As mentioned previously, data on part-time
college enrolment need to be viewed with extreme
caution. Due to data reporting problems, part-time
enrolment levels by institution and age are difficult
to calculate. Nevertheless, complete data are available from about 50% of institutions in the country,
which, while not a full census, at least provide a large
sample.
Although the majority of part-time students in
Canadian colleges are still over the age of 30, the
average age of part-time students appears to be
falling. The only age group in which the number of
part-time students grew during the 1990s is the 18to 21-year-old group. The number of 22- to 25-yearolds enrolled in part-time college studies decreased

by approximately 20%. The most significant
decrease in the number of part-time college
students was observed in the broadest age cohort: by
the end of the decade, the number of part-time
students aged 30 or over had decreased by nearly
40% from the 1992 peak level. Enrolment for all of
these groups appeared to have leveled off at the turn
of the century. Figure 2.II.13 shows the percentage
change in part-time college enrolment by age group
over the past decade.

Gender
While the number of female students enrolled on a
full-time basis in the college system has increased,
their share of overall enrolment remains more or less
unchanged over the period in question. Thus female
full-time students continue to slightly outnumber
male full-time students in the college sector. In the
trade-vocational sector, as one would expect given
the programs offered, male students outnumber
their female counterparts (60% to 40%), and these
percentages have remained more or less the same
for the past decade. Figure 2.II.14 shows female
college enrolment as a percentage of total college
enrolment over the past decade.

Figure 2.II.12 — Mean Age of Full-Time College Students by Province in 1998–99 7
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Figure 2.II.13 — Percentage Change in Part-Time College Enrolment by Age Group From 1988–89 to 1998–99
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Source: Statistics Canada’s University Student Information System.

Figure 2.II.14 — Female College Enrolment as a Percentage of Total College Enrolment From 1990–91 to 1999–2000
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however, does not hold true for college students. At
the college level, students are not concentrated
as heavily at a handful of large institutions; as
Table 2.II.2 shows, only 253,000 of the nation’s
725,000 college students (approximately 33%) attend
the largest twenty institutions. This is largely a
function of the wide geographical distribution of
Canadian colleges. Another function of this
geographical distribution is that the majority of
Canadians live closer to a college than to a university, therefore increasing the likelihood of students
being able to study at a college close to home (see
Section 2.IX for details). Table 2.II.2 shows the
country’s largest colleges, by enrolment.

There are some slight differences in the gender
breakdown by province at the college level. As is also
the case for universities, the type of programs
offered at the various colleges in each province can
account for most of these differences. Figure 2.II.15
breaks down community college enrolment by
gender and jurisdiction in 1999–2000.

Location of Study
The geographical distribution of Canadian college
students does differ significantly from that of the
population as a whole. As mentioned previously, the
majority of Canadians (and university students) live
in the Quebec City-Windsor corridor. This pattern,

Figure 2.II.15 — Community College Gender Breakdown by Jurisdiction in 1999–2000
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Table 2.II.2 — Largest 20 Canadian Colleges by Enrolment (including Trade and Vocational) in 1999–2000
Part-Time
College
2,173

Trade and
Vocationala
5,103

Total
Number
of Students
19,683

Institution
Seneca College of Applied Arts
and Technology

Location
Toronto, Ontario

Full-Time
College
12,677

Algonquin College of Applied Arts
and Technology

Ottawa, Ontario

10,966

999

6,095

18,060

British Columbia Institute of
Technology (BCIT)

Vancouver,
British Columbia

4,725

5,737

6,778

17,240

Northern Alberta Institute of
Technology (NAIT)

Edmonton, Alberta

6,107

3,056

7,382

16,545

Centennial College of Applied Arts
and Technology

Toronto, Ontario

10,556

1,262

3,198

15,016

New Brunswick Community College

Saint John,
New Brunswickb

3,376

100

10,989

14,465

Southern Alberta Institute of
Technology (SAIT)

Calgary, Alberta

4,649

4,394

5,128

14,171

George Brown College of Applied
Arts and Technology

Toronto, Ontario

9,069

334

4,541

13,944

Humber College of Applied Arts
and Technology

Toronto, Ontario

11,090

592

2,283

13,965

Sheridan College of Applied Arts
and Technology

Oakville, Ontario

10,014

355

1,718

12,087

Fanshawe College of Applied Arts
and Technology

London, Ontario

9,378

449

2,583

12,410

Mohawk College of Applied Arts
and Technology

Hamilton, Ontario

7,448

556

3,655

11,659

Kwantlen University College

Surrey,
British Columbia

3,403

5,576

2,515

11,474

Saskatchewan Institute of Applied
Science and Technology (SIAST)

Saskatoon,
Saskatchewanc

2,910

131

6,490

9,531

Open Learning Agency

Burnaby,
British Columbia

0

9,270

154

9,424

Douglas College

New Westminster,
British Columbia

3,163

5,032

1,075

9,270

College of the North Atlantic

Stephenville,
Newfoundland
and Labradord

6,002

821

2,401

9,224

Red River College

Winnipeg, Manitoba

3,264

2,127

3,447

8,838

Camosun College

Victoria,
British Columbia

2,794

2,727

2,570

8,091

Nova Scotia Community College

Halifax, Nova Scotiae

5,317

187

3,086

8,590

Source: Statistics Canada.
Note:

a Trade and Vocational enrolment includes both full-time and part-time data.
b The administrative office for New Brunswick Community College is located in Saint John; however, there are campuses throughout
the province.
c The administrative office for the Saskatchewan Institute of Applied Science and Technology is located in Saskatoon; however, there
are 3 other campuses in the province.
d The administrative office for the College of the North Atlantic is located in Stephenville; however, there are campuses throughout
the province.
e The administrative office of Nova Scotia Community College is located in Halifax; however, there are campuses throughout
the province.
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III. Participation Rates
“Baby Bust” generation aged. In 1996, the “Echo”
When studying trends in post-secondary enrolment,
generation began reaching adulthood and the
it is important to examine not just total enrolment
cohort size began increasing once again.
but also the number of enrolled students vis-à-vis
Naturally, this drop in cohort size did not occur
the size of the general population. The ratio of the
uniformly across the entire country. It was most
student population to the general population of the
pronounced in Atlantic Canada and Quebec, less so
same age is known as the “participation rate.” In the
in the Prairies and Ontario, and in British Columbia
preceding section, we looked at the size of the
the youth cohort has actually grown. Figure 2.III.2
student population. In this section, we will consider
shows province-by-province changes
broader population trends and then
in the size of youth population
examine student enrolment data in
When studying trends in
during the past two decades.
light of these trends.
post-secondary
enrolment,
Most of the decline in the youth
Figure 2.III.1 shows changes in
it is important to examine
cohort occurred in the 1980s; in the
Canada’s youth population over the
not just total enrolment but 1990s the cohort size was more or less
past 20 years. The 18- to 21-year-old
section of the population hit its
also the number of enrolled stable. As seen in the previous
peak at slightly less than 2 million in
students vis-à-vis the size of section, however, the same cannot be
said of post-secondary enrolment.
1982, while the 22- to 25-year-old
the general population.
The 1980s were a period of enrolment
population hit its peak at just over
growth, the 1990s were a period of
2 million five years later. In the
stagnation, and the first decade of the new century—
language of demographer David Foot (Stoffman
thus far—has seen strong increases in enrolment
& Foot, 1997), this was the tail-end of the baby
like those in the 1980s. As a result, the participation
boom (“Generation X”) passing through the system.
rate increased significantly in the 1980s and 2000s,
The overall 18- to 25-year-old population was at
but was flat in the 1990s.
its largest in 1982, at 3.97 million, a number
Internationally, the 18- to 21-year-old age group
which dropped nearly 20% over the next 15 years to
tends to have the highest participation rate in
its eventual trough of 3.23 million in 1996, as the

Figure 2.III.1 — Youth Cohort Sizes in Canada From 1980 to 1999
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Source: Statistics Canada’s annual population estimates.
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Figure 2.III.2 — Changes in the 18- to 25-Year-Old Population by Province From 1980 to 1999
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Source: Statistics Canada’s annual population estimates.

post-secondary education and is therefore used
as the “standard” measurement of participation.
Figure 2.III.3, which displays university participation
rates of 18- to 21-year-olds by province from 1989–90
to 2003–04, shows that university participation
rates differ significantly across the country. While
the national participation rate for 18- to 21-year-olds
was just under 21% in 1998–99, provincial participation rates for the same academic year varied from
39% in Nova Scotia to 13.5% in B.C.
Figure 2.III.3 shows some notable results. Full-time
university participation rates for 18- to 21-year-olds
in all four Atlantic provinces are above the national
average. Nova Scotia’s participation rate—which is
nearly double the national average—is somewhat
inflated by the presence of a large number of out-ofprovince students, but even without these “imports,”
Nova Scotia’s participation rate for 18- to 21-yearolds would be over 30% and still likely the country’s
highest. The high university participation rates in
Atlantic Canada are explained in part by the fact
that, until very recently, the college systems in these
provinces were extremely small. While the college
systems in these provinces are now beginning to
expand, it is not yet clear if their growth will, over
time, reduce university participation rates to levels
comparable to those seen in other provinces.

Data from Figure 2.III.3 on the Western provinces
show a mixed picture. Participation rates are rising in
B.C., remain steady in Manitoba and are decreasing
slightly in Saskatchewan and Alberta. The participation rate is greater than the national average in
two Western provinces (Saskatchewan and Manitoba)
and below the national average in the other two
provinces (Alberta and B.C.). The reasons for these
differences appear to be largely institutional; in
recent years, both Alberta and B.C. have made large
new investments in both colleges and universities.
Both provinces, however, have invested relatively
more heavily in colleges, which are geographically
dispersed and deliver both college programs and
university transfer courses.
There is unfortunately no “standard” frontier
between secondary and post-secondary education
across Canada, and 18 is thus not necessarily the
standard age of entry into university. In Quebec,
students undertake 11 years of primary and secondary
education, followed by two years of college, and then
enter university-level studies. In the remaining
jurisdictions, students have 12 years of primary
and secondary education, followed by entry into a
post-secondary institution; however, until 2003,
Ontario students usually completed 13 years of
primary and secondary education before entering
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Figure 2.III.3 — Full-Time University Participation Rate for 18- to 21-Year-Olds by Province From 1989–90 to 2003–04
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Source: Statistics Canada’s University Student Information System and population estimates, AUCC’s annual enrolment estimates and
authors’ calculations.

Figure 2.III.4 — Full-Time University Participation Rate for 19- to 22-Year-Olds (Ontario and Quebec) and
18- to 21-Years-Olds (Rest of Canada) by Province From 1989–90 to 2003–04
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Source: Statistics Canada’s University Student Information System and population estimates, AUCC’s annual enrolment estimates and
authors’ calculations.
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post-secondary education. As a result, simply
reporting the university participation rates for 18- to
21-year-olds puts Quebec (and, until last year,
Ontario) at a disadvantage compared to the rest of
the country. It therefore makes more sense when
examining time-series data to compare the 18- to 21year-old participation rate of most provinces to the
19- to 22-year-old participation rate of Ontario and
Quebec, as in Figure 2.III.4. Examining the data in
this fashion not only improves the performance of
the two provinces in question considerably, but also
increases the national participation rate by three full
percentage points (in 2003–04, the participation rate
increases from 20.8% to 23.8%).
Trends in participation rates for Ontario and
Quebec are intriguingly similar, given their very
different tuition and aid policies over the past
15 years. In Ontario, tuition rose and student aid was
cut in the 1990s; in Quebec, student aid remained
generous and tuition fees were frozen. Yet the results
in both provinces were the same in terms of participation rates: growth in the first few years of the
1990s, stability (Ontario) or a slight decline (Quebec)
for the remainder of the decade, followed by a surge

at the start of the new decade. The only difference
appears to be one of path-dependency; Ontario
started out with a higher participation rate and the
gap between the two provinces’ rates maintained
itself exactly over the decade and a half in question.
With respect to the college population, there have
been very few changes in participation rates over the
past 15 years. This is because neither the population
cohort nor the absolute enrolment numbers have
changed very much over time. The result is almost a
flat-line graph, as shown in Figure 2.III.5.
Unfortunately, due to data limitations, no data are
available on participation rates for trade-vocational
programs. This lacuna may skew the results so that
some provinces with extensive college training
systems appear to have quite low levels of college
enrolment; unfortunately, there is no way at present
to overcome this data limitation.
Figure 2.III.5 shows several important facts about
college education in Canada and gives particular
insight into the situation in Quebec. First, it reveals
that Quebec’s college population is not only large
but also younger than the college population in the
rest of the country. Second, while Ontario has a

Figure 2.III.5 — Full-Time College Participation Rate for 18- to 21-Year-Olds by Province From 1989–90 to 2002–03
(Excluding Trade-Vocational Programs)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s Community College Student Information Survey and population estimates, provincial governments’ administrative
data and authors’ calculations.
Note:

Poor data collection has resulted in unreliable figures for college enrolment in many Atlantic provinces prior to 1995. Large jumps in
provincial totals from these years are likely due to errors or the correction of errors rather than reflective of substantial changes
in participation.
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Figure 2.III.6 — Full-Time Post-Secondary Participation Rate for 18- to 21-Year-Olds by Province From 1989–90
to 2002–03 (Excluding Trade-Vocational Programs)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s University Student Information System, Community College Student Information System, and population estimates;
AUCC’s annual enrolment estimates, provincial governments’ administrative data; and authors’ calculations.

college sector whose size is equal to Quebec’s, its
participation rate is much, much lower. This is due
entirely to structural factors in Quebec’s CEGEP
system, notably the fact that college is a prerequisite
for entrance to university for Quebec students. Yet at
the same time, it is also true that youth participation
rates are decreasing in Quebec and have been for
some time. This is not a consequence of a declining
youth population, as the figure is a rate rather than
an absolute number. Nor is it due to a change in
the average age of the Quebec CEGEP population; if
anything, the contrary should be true, as CEGEP
students have been declining in average age for
many years. Instead, this statistic seems to reflect an
absolute decline in the rate of attendance, which
suggests that educational attainment in Quebec may
actually be falling in the long term.
Also noteworthy in Figure 2.III.5 is the fact that
several provinces that have weak university participation rates conversely have fairly strong college
participation rates. This contrast is most pronounced
in Quebec but also noteworthy in Alberta and B.C.
as well. On the other hand, provinces with high

university participation rates, such as Newfoundland
and Labrador, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, all
have relatively feeble college participation rates.
Prince Edward Island is the exception, having solid
participation rates in both educational sectors.
These inverse relationships suggest that perhaps it
is more fruitful to look at participation by combining
data from both colleges and universities (i.e., by
combining data from Figures 2.III.3 and .5). The
results can be seen in Figure 2.III.6.
When looked at from the perspective of total
enrolment in both sectors, a slightly different picture
arises. Close to 35% of youth nationally are enrolled
in some kind of full-time post-secondary program
every year. Nova Scotia and Quebec are nearly equal
in the percentage of their youth population pursuing
post-secondary education (despite having very
different tuition fee structures). The three Prairie
provinces of Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba
have the country’s lowest post-secondary participation rates. The good news is that in two provinces—
Manitoba and Alberta—the participation rate is
increasing; the bad news is that in Saskatchewan it is
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declining. This is not, unfortunately, simply a case of
having an older student population that is not
accounted for by the 18- to 21-year-old data. The
average age of students in Alberta is indeed slightly
higher than the national average, but not nearly
enough to make a significant difference to overall
attainment rates. This may not bode well for the
province’s ability to compete in industries that
require highly skilled workforces. Alberta may be
able to attract educated people from other provinces
due to its large population centres, booming
economy and low tax rates, but for Manitoba and
Saskatchewan the task of creating and keeping a
highly educated workforce would seem to be a major
challenge for the years ahead.

Comparison of participation rates at an international level is difficult for a number of reasons—
different data collection procedures, educational
pathways and degree lengths being only the most
obvious. In order to circumvent this difficulty, the
United Nations Education, Science, and Culture
Organization (UNESCO) has come up with a relatively
effective—if crude—method of making comparisons
across countries. This method of comparison,
known as the Gross Enrolment Ratio, takes the sum
of all university- or tertiary-level students enrolled at
the start of the school year, and expresses this
number as a percentage of the mid-year population
in the age group covering the five years after the
official secondary school leaving age (in the case of
Canada, age 20). UNESCO’s figures are presented
below in Figure 2.III.7.

Figure 2.III.7 — Gross Enrolment Ratios for University-Level Studies in Selected Countries for 2000
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IV. Socio-Economic Background
One of the key policy questions in the field of postsecondary education is whether such education
is equally “accessible” to all. In other words, do
people of different socio-economic backgrounds
have the same opportunity to attend post-secondary
education? Several recent studies and data sets shed
light on this issue.
The most recent data on socio-economic status
and post-secondary education participation rates
come from the Post-Secondary Education and
Participation Survey (PEPS). This survey, conducted
for the first time in February and March 2002,
surveyed just over 5,000 Canadians aged 18 to 24
across Canada (or 17 to 24 in Quebec, in order to
account for that province’s different educational
system). Although the survey did not ask directly
about parental earnings, it did ask about parental
occupations, and income figures were derived from
these using 2001 census data. PEPS results based on
family income are therefore best understood as
estimates rather than true results.

The PEPS data clearly underline the relationship
between family income and post-secondary participation. The lower the level of one’s family income, the
lower one’s chances of progressing to post-secondary
education. It is not clear from this data source,
however, whether or not this participation gap occurs
equally across all types of post-secondary education.
The Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics
(SLID) provides more detailed data on participation.
This survey, conducted annually from 1993 to 1998,
provides information on the demographic characteristics (e.g., age, sex, marital status, immigrant
status, visible minority status, region of birth of
parents, household characteristics, economic family
characteristics), labour market characteristics,
education and income of the general population.
The first panel of SLID followed a sample of 31,000
Canadians aged 15 and over.
SLID is a longitudinal panel study, meaning
that individuals were followed for several years
(i.e., between 1993 and 1998). The total number of

Figure 2.IV.1 — Percentage of Canadians Aged 18 to 24 (17 to 24 in Quebec) Who Have Undertaken Any
Post-Secondary Studies by Estimated Parental Income (PEPS 2002)a
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Source: Barr-Telford et al., Access, Persistence, and Financing.
Note:

a Family income is calculated by matching parental occupation with the average pre-tax income for each occupation, as recorded by
the 2001 census.
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Figure 2.IV.2 — Proportion of Canadians Aged 18 to 21 Accessing Post-Secondary Education by Income Quartile
(SLID 1998)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics.
Note:

a Lowest quartile = $33,000 or less; lower-middle = $33,000 to $50,000; upper-middle = $50,000 to $67,000; and
highest quartile = $67,000 or more. All figures are based on post-tax household income, including children’s earnings.

young people aged 18 to 21 in SLID was 1,890. Given
the limited number of young people in the survey,
all individuals in the survey whose seventeenth
birthday occurred between 1993 and 1996 were
aggregated to constitute a single group of 18- to 21year-olds in 1998. This aggregation of cohorts helped
overcome problems of variability in the data.
Comparing SLID data to the later PEPS data to
make a cross-period comparison is not very fruitful
because the former uses income quartiles to divide
the data, while the latter uses income ranges. SLID
does, however, provide an interesting insight by
showing the difference in participation rates for
colleges and universities by income quartile.
Among 18- to 21-year-olds in the highest familyincome quartile, almost 40% attended university at
some point, which made them twice as likely as
those from low-income families to have pursued at
least some university studies. With respect to college
studies, almost 29% of young people from lowincome families aged 18 to 21 in SLID had attended
a community college, CEGEP or trade school.

It is important not to take the SLID results too
literally. SLID’s sample tends to over-report aggregate
college attendance compared to aggregate university
attendance because of the effect of the upper age
cut-off (21) in the province of Quebec. But the overall
distribution of choices is highly suggestive. Children
from low-income families who had pursued any postsecondary education were more likely to have gone to
a college than a university, while the reverse was true
for children of high-income families. Students from
low-income families have a chance of attending
college roughly equal to that of high-income youth,
but are only half as likely to attend university.
While this situation is of course cause for concern,
it is important to note that the general trend in postsecondary enrolment has been one of increasing
equity in educational achievement. Using data from
the now-discontinued Survey of Consumer Finances
(SCF) Corak, Lipps and Zhao (2003) provide trend
data on enrolment by income bracket from the late
1970s through to the late 1990s. Their data are shown
in Figures 2.IV.3 and .4.

55

C H A P T E R 2 : A P R O F I L E O F T H E S T U D E N T B O DY

Figure 2.IV.3 — College Participation Rates of 18- to 24-Year-Olds by Parental Income Bracket in 2001 Real Dollars
(SCF 1979–1997)
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Source: Corak, Lipps and Zhao, Family Income and Participation in Post-Secondary Education.

between income brackets than SLID, but if anything
it suggests a bias against upper income groups. At
the university level, SLID shows a steady increase in
participation at all income levels, while SCF data
suggest that participation rates are quite even

The SCF data tell a slightly different story than the
SLID data about the state of access in the late 1990s.
The two data sources concur that there are no major
differences in attendance patterns by family income
at the college level; the SCF implies greater gaps

Figure 2.IV.4 — University Participation Rates of 18- to 24-Year-Olds by Parental Income Bracket in 2001
Real Dollars (SCF 1979–1997)
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among children of families under $100,000 in family
income and only jump significantly once family
income surpasses $100,000.
Both Figure 2.IV.3 and .4, however, show a major
reduction in educational disparity over the 20-year
period under investigation. Most importantly, the
participation rate of children from families with
family income below $25,000 went from just under
9% for university and 14% for college in 1979 to 20%
and 22%, respectively, in 1997. The gradual inclusion
of lower-income students in post-secondary education and in the university sector in particular over
this period is an important success story in
Canadian education.
We know very little about enrolment patterns in
individual fields of study. While a few individual
institutions (such as the University of Toronto’s Law
Faculty) have taken to surveying their professional
school populations to study their socio-economic
background, few national studies have been done
with a sufficiently large sample to permit analysis at
the faculty or department level. One exception to
this is a recent study of the socio-economic origins

of first-year medical students by Dhalla et al. (2002),
which appeared in the Journal of the Canadian
Medical Association. Data from this study imply that
the pre-tax median family income of Canadian
medical students is just over $80,000. No direct
comparison to SLID data is possible because SLID
uses post-tax data to determine income, but nevertheless it would appear that this figure is higher than
that of university students as a whole.
Overall, there is a consistent pattern: as one moves
from college to university as a whole to specific
university professional programs, one finds that the
student population comes from increasingly higherincome backgrounds. This pattern is repeated when
one looks at entrance criteria and tuition fees, which
are higher in professional programs than in university
generally, which, in turn, is more expensive than
college. It is impossible, simply on the basis of the
evidence presented in this section, to determine which
of the two factors—money or marks—is responsible
for the disparity in university participation rates by
income group. Such an analysis requires consideration of other factors, which are examined in Chapter 3.
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V. Visible Minorities
Until recently, there were few data concerning visible
minorities in Canadian post-secondary education. A
number of new studies, however, help to clarify the
issue considerably.
Nationwide, the 2001 census showed that approximately 16% of the target-age population are visible
minorities (the proportion is the same for the entire
under-35 population of Canada), with the largest
concentrations being in Ontario and B.C. In comparison, the most recent data from the Canadian
Undergraduate Survey Consortium (2002) and the
Canadian College Student Survey Consortium (2003)
show that 14% of university students and 10% of
college students identify themselves as visible
minorities.
This might seem to indicate a significant underrepresentation of visible minorities at the postsecondary level. While it is possible that this is the
correct interpretation, there are two reasons to avoid
jumping to this conclusion. The first is that both the
college and university survey consortium’s coverage
is limited—not all institutions are included in the
data (Ontario Colleges are under represented). The
second is that surveys of applicants in Ontario,
where almost half of the country’s visible-minority
youth reside, tell a very different story.
For Ontario students, both Acumen Research’s
2003 College Applicant Survey and 2003 University
Applicant Survey show that 27% of respondents
identified themselves as belonging to a visibleminority group. In comparison, census data show
that 22% of the target-age population in Ontario
belong to a visible-minority group.
There are basically three ways to reconcile these
two sets of contradictory data. First, it is possible
that the high numbers in Ontario are offset by low
numbers elsewhere, balancing out to produce the
national result. This is, however, extremely unlikely,
as it implies near-zero participation of visible
minorities in colleges outside Ontario. Second, the
difference between the higher Ontario applicant

Figure 2.V.1 — Percentage of Post-Secondary Students
(Canada) and Applicants (Ontario) Self-Identified
as Visible Minority in 2002 and 2003
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Source: 2001 Census, Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s
2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students, Canadian College
Student Survey Consortium’s 2003 Canadian College Student
Survey and Acumen Research’s 2003 University Applicant
Survey and College Applicant Survey.

numbers and the lower national student numbers
could be explained by other barriers to education
which prevent visible-minority students from
enrolling and/or continuing their studies. This is a
plausible explanation for at least part of the discrepancy—Acumen noted that visible-minority applicants
are more likely to come from lower-income families,
who, as explained in the previous section, are in
general less likely to participate in post-secondary
education. The third—and most likely—explanation
for the difference, however, is simple survey sample
bias and normal margins of error.
The 2003 University Applicant Survey shows that
visible minorities have noticeably higher academic
aspirations than non-visible minorities. Visibleminority applicants to universities are approximately 50% more likely than non-visible-minority
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Figure 2.V.2 — Educational Aspirations Among Ontario University Applicants by Visible-Minority Status
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Source: Acumen Research’s 2003 University Applicant Survey.

applicants to say that they want to gain a medical
degree and nearly twice as likely to say that they
want to obtain an M.B.A.. In contrast, they are only a
little more than half as likely to say that they aspire to
a simple Bachelor’s degree or teaching credential.
Intriguingly, this large difference in aspirations is not
matched by a large difference in demonstrated
academic potential. The same survey showed that
median high school grades of visible-minority
university applicants in Ontario are actually slightly
lower than those of non-visible-minority university
applicants.
The category “visible minority” may, of course,
not be the most useful for the purpose of analyzing
educational opportunity, covering as it does so many
diverse ethnic groups. Generally speaking, surveys of
Canadian students do not look at individual ethnicities because the sample sizes required to get valid
results at a national level are prohibitively large. The
two Ontario applicant studies are therefore unique
in Canada in terms of measuring applications by
ethnicity.
For the most part, Figure 2.V.3 shows that postsecondary participation patterns for most ethnicities
are roughly in line with their share of the population.
There are, however, two major exceptions to this

rule: Chinese youth are over-represented among
the university applicant population and underrepresented among the college population, while the
reverse is true among blacks. Another issue of note is
that black university applicants are disproportionately (66%) female.

Figure 2.V.3 — Distribution of Ethnicity Among
Visible Minorities in Ontario in Universities, Colleges,
and the General 18- to 35-Year-Old Population
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Source: Source: 2001 Census, Canadian Undergraduate Survey
Consortium’s 2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students and
Acumen Research’s 2003 University Applicant Survey and
College Applicant Survey.

59

C H A P T E R 2 : A P R O F I L E O F T H E S T U D E N T B O DY

VI. Students With Disabilities
The standard definition of a “disability” is necessarily
somewhat flexible: disability is not a static state, and
single descriptions often cannot account for the
multitude of circumstances that individuals face.
Many Canadian post-secondary institutions define
as “disabled” any person who, because of a persistent/
permanent physical, sensory, speech/communication, health/medical, psychological/psychiatric,
developmental, learning or other disability,
experiences difficulties in accessing employment,
education or community participation. This
definition includes people who identify themselves
as having more than one disability.9
In the 2001 Participation and Activity Limitation
Survey (PALS), a national post-census survey of
43,000 people, 12.4% of the Canadian population
reported a disability. Not surprisingly, the incidence
of disability rises with age, and rates of disability are
lower than average in the traditional post-secondary
age ranges. For the population aged 15 to 19, the
disability rate is 3.5%; for ages 20 to 24, the rate of
disability is 4.3%; and for ages 25 to 34, it is 5.2%.10
The rate for females in the range of 20 to 34 years old
is slightly higher than for males.
Few administrative data are available on students
with disabilities, in no small part because court
interpretations of the Charter of Rights have made
it illegal to collect such information. Enrolment
information on students with disabilities is therefore
largely derived from three surveys. The first major
effort to estimate the proportion of the student
population having disabilities was the 1991 Health
and Activity Limitation Survey (HALS), which was a

9.

forerunner of the 2001 PALS. HALS estimated that
there were 112,000 college, CEGEP and university
students with disabilities enrolled in post-secondary
education in Canada. This represented 7% of total
enrolment at the time. The best current surveys of
the university and college population are the
Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002
Survey of Undergraduate Students and the Canadian
College Student Survey Consortium’s 2003 Canadian
College Student Survey. These surveys report that
5.4% of university students and 8.1% of college
students have a disability, which suggests that across
post-secondary education as a whole the figure is
between 6% and 7%.
The CUSC and CCSSC data suggest that students
with disabilities, on the whole, are somewhat older
than students who do not have disabilities, with an
average age of approximately 25, which means that
the incidence of disabilities among the general
student population is 5.2% (based on the PALS results
described above). The HALS, CUSC and CCSSC data
therefore suggest that students with disabilities as a
whole are slightly over-represented in post-secondary
institutions. Clearly, this result will not hold true for
each type of disability: youth suffering from autism or
Down’s syndrome are unlikely to be over-represented
in post-secondary education.
Due to design limitations on the Canadian
College Student Survey, we cannot examine the types
of disabilities reported among college students. The
Survey of Undergraduate Students, on the other
hand, does permit such an analysis, and the results
are shown in Table 2.VI.1.

Faba and White 2000, p. 24.

10. Human Resources and Skills Development Canada 2002. http://www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/hrib/sdd-dds/odi/documents/AIPDTR/annex000.shtml.
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Table 2.VI.1 — Types of Disabilities Among University
Students with Disabilities
Disability
Learning

Percentage
23.9%

Mental health

17.8%

Sight (partial or blind)

10.9%

Other physical disability

10.3%

Hearing

8.8%

Medical condition

8.4%

Mobility

7.4%

Speech

4.5%

Head injury

2.0%

Other

2.0%

Other sight-related

2.0%

Other learning disability

1.3%

Neurological

0.7%

Another cautionary note needs to be sounded on
the over-representation of students with disabilities.
Not only do people differ in the types of disabilities
experienced but also in their severity. One recent
paper in the Canadian Journal of Higher Education
suggests, based on an extensive survey of over
200 university and college disability offices, that
only 2.5% (i.e., less than half of all those reporting
disabilities in various surveys) of all post-secondary
students are registered with their institution to
receive disability services.11 If those requiring institutional services can be deemed to be those with
“severe” disabilities, then this suggests that students
with “severe” disabilities are in fact underrepresented in post-secondary education.

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey
of Undergraduate Students.

11. Fichten et al., “Canadian Post-Secondary Students with Disabilities: Where Are They?”
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VII. Aboriginal Students
While it is true that post-secondary participation
and attainment rates for Aboriginal youth continue
to lag behind those of the rest of the population, it is
also true that the number of Aboriginal students
studying at the post-secondary level in Canada has
increased very significantly over the last 30 years.12
In fact, Aboriginal participation rates have increased
much faster than they have in the population as a
whole. Due to a combination of improved funding
and increased Aboriginal control of educational
institutions, the number of Aboriginal students
enrolled each year at Canadian institutions has
increased several-fold over the past two decades.
If this success story has gone unreported, it is due
in part to the limitations of the data sources from
which this information is derived. Aboriginal
students are not required to identify themselves as
such when they register at an educational institution. Data derived from institutional sources—
including data from Statistics Canada—therefore
cannot properly establish Aboriginal enrolment
patterns. Information on Aboriginal students therefore comes from a variety of smaller surveys and
administrative data.
The best available evidence on the number of
Aboriginal students comes from the Canadian
Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey of
Undergraduate Students and the Canadian College
Student Survey Consortium’s 2003 survey. According
to these, roughly 3% of the country’s undergraduate
population is of Aboriginal ancestry (of which just
under half are First Nations), while fully 10% of the
Canadian college population report being of
Aboriginal ancestry (no distinction between
Aboriginal and First Nations students is possible for
this survey). These figures suggest that there are

approximately 24,000 Aboriginal undergraduates
and 70,000 Aboriginal college students in Canada.

First Nations Students
The only consistent source of data on this subject—
the number of Registered or Status Indians13 who
receive Post-Secondary Student Support Program
(PSSSP) funding through Indian and Northern
Affairs Canada (INAC)—is unfortunately an incomplete one, as it excludes the large numbers of Métis,
Inuit and non-Status Indians studying in Canada, as
well as Status Indians who do not use INAC funding
in order to pursue post-secondary education.14
Nevertheless, since Status Indians (i.e., First Nations)
make up more than half of the country’s Aboriginal
population and most appear to use INAC funding, the
data can at least provide a starting point for analysis.
The story revealed by these data is remarkable. In
the late 1970s, there were approximately 4,100 First
Nations students enrolled at Canadian colleges and
universities. By 2003, the number was almost
26,000—an increase of nearly 700%. There is one
cautionary note, however. The number of students
receiving funding leveled off in the the mid-to-late
1990s. One possible reason is that funding levels
have remained unchanged, demand has increased
and costs have risen. As a result, the various funding
programs can either fund fewer students or reduce
eligible student awards. Figure 2.VII.1 outlines
increases in Status Indian enrolment in Canada over
the past two decades.
Setting aside the overall increase in enrolment
in Canada during the past 20 years, the surge in
enrolment among First Nations students is most
probably a cumulative effect of four distinct

12. The term “Aboriginal” includes all those described as “First Nations” (a term specifically applied to those persons considered “Status Indians” by the
Government of Canada), as well as Inuit, Métis and “non-Status” Indians.
13. INAC defines a Registered Indian or Status Indian as a person registered or entitled to be registered as an Indian according to the Indian Act.
Approximately half of the Registered Indians in Canada are “treaty Indians” – that is, persons who are affiliated with an Indian First Nation or band
which signed a treaty with the Crown. In the 1996 Census, question 21 of the long form identified a Registered Indian as someone who is registered
under the Indian Act. The question made it clear that this included those who consider themselves “treaty Indians” or “Status Indians,” as long as
they were also registered under the Indian Act, and that it also included those who were registered as a result of the 1985 amendments to the Indian
Act (often referred to as Bill C-31). The size and composition of the Registered Indian population has changed substantially since the mid-1980s,
partly because of the reinstatement of individuals or new registrants following the 1985 amendments to the Indian Act. These changes were greater
during the 1986–1991 period than during the 1991–1996 period; nevertheless, between 1991 and 1996, about 31,000 individuals were registered as
a result of the amendments. This number represented about 5% of the Registered Indian population in 1996 and about 31% of net Aboriginal
population growth between 1991 and 1996.
14. These data have some limitations, because the enrolment numbers only include Status Indians who apply for and receive funding through INAC
programs. These data also have some gaps with respect to the Northwest Territories and Yukon.
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processes. The first of these processes was the shifting of primary and secondary education to First
Nations’ control in the 1970s. In 1972, the National
Indian Brotherhood (now known as the Assembly of
First Nations) presented the Government of Canada
with a paper entitled Indian Control of Indian
Education, which laid out First Nations communities’ desire to have their children’s education guided
by their own communities’ traditions and values.
The following year, First Nations were granted local
control of education.15
A second factor contributing to the sharp rise in
enrolment was the increased federal government
funding for students in post-secondary education
and the creation of the PSSSP for First Nations
students. The program was designed to cover tuition
and ancillary fees, as well as living allowances and
travel expenses. It is worth noting that funding for this
program has not increased in the past decade and as
a result groups like the Assembly of First Nations have
noted that hundreds, if not thousands, of qualified
First Nations students are not getting the necessary
funding to pursue post-secondary education.
The third factor is what is known as the “ethnic
shift” effect—that is, part of the increase in student
numbers is due to a change in the number of people
identifying themselves as First Nations. This process
was no doubt aided by the expanded definition of
“Status Indian” that occurred when the Indian Act
was revised in 1986.

Finally, the expansion of Aboriginal studies
programs at many Canadian universities and the
creation of the Saskatchewan Indian Federated
College (now the First Nations University of Canada)
in Regina, which is the nation’s first Aboriginalcontrolled post-secondary institution, have also helped
bring about an increase in Aboriginal enrolment.
According to 2003 Status Indian post-secondary
education data from INAC, Status Indian students
are as likely to study at Canadian universities as at
colleges and trade-vocational institutes (there are
almost 500 more PSSSP recipients in universities
than colleges and trade-vocational institutes). This
figure has changed since 1990, when college was the
preferred study destination. It is unclear, however, if
this is a trend worth monitoring or a statistical
anomaly (due to data reporting changes). Figure
2.VII.2 breaks down the types of institutions at which
Status Indians study.
The data in Figure 2.VII.2 contradict the earlier
observation that Aboriginal/First Nations enrolment
(estimates) at the undergraduate level is 24,000
compared to about 70,000 at the college level. There
are a number of reasons why PSSSP funding might
not follow the enrolment pattern of Aboriginal
students as a whole. One is that it is possible that
First Nations students are more likely than non-First
Nations Aboriginal or students to study at the
university level. Another is that a large number of
First Nations students attend colleges without the

Figure 2.VII.1 — Recipients of First Nations PSSSP Funding (1980–81 to 2002–03)
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Source: INAC’s post-secondary education historical file.

15. INAC 2000, p. 1.
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assistance of PSSSP funding, using other financial
assistance programs such as the Canada Student
Loans Program.
There are some major differences between the
fields of study chosen by Status Indians and those
chosen by the general student population. INAC
data from 2002–03 show that nearly three-quarters
of all Status Indian students studying at postsecondary institutions are enrolled in just five areas
of study. The top five areas are: general arts and
science (17%), social sciences and services (15%),
business and commerce (13%), education (13%) and
other (unclassified) (12%). In fact, almost 90% of
Aboriginal post-secondary students are pursuing
one of the ten subjects listed in Table 2.VII.1. The
Status Indian population is thus somewhat more
likely to be in arts and science or business and
commerce and far less likely to be in humanities,
natural sciences or mathematics than the general
population.
Not surprisingly, the geographical distribution of
Status Indians reflects the distribution of First
Nations’ populations across the country. The institutions with the largest Status Indian populations are
all located in Western Canada and Northern Ontario,
where Aboriginal population density is the highest.
Over 20% of the Status Indians studying in Canada
are enrolled at just ten institutions. Figure 2.VII.3
shows the breakdown of the top ten colleges and
universities attended by Status Indians.
The personal characteristics of Aboriginal
students are also somewhat different from the rest of
the student population: according to the CUSC’s
Survey of Undergraduate Students, they are on
average both older and more likely to be female. Age,
of course, is associated with a number of other
important characteristics: Aboriginal students are
more likely to be married, have children, or have
some kind of disability. Table 2.VII.2 shows the
personal profile of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
university students.

Figure 2.VII.2 — 2001 Status Indian Enrolment
Breakdown by Type of Institutiona

8%

2%

0%

44%

University
College
Trade-Vocational
(Mainly Private)
Studying Abroad
Not Recognized

46%

Source: INAC’s post-secondary education historical file.
Note:

a Data are based on actual enrolment numbers whenever
possible; however, in some instances it is necessary to make
regional estimates since not all Indian bands submit full
enrolment data regarding educational funds dispersed.

Table 2.VII.1 — Status Indian Post-Secondary
Enrolment by Field of Study in 2002–03a

Field of Study

Total
Number
of Students

Proportion of
All Students

General arts
and sciences

3,563

17%

Social sciences
and services

3,270

15%

Business and
commerce

2,680

13%

Education

2,672

13%

Other (unclassified)

2,547

12%

Engineering and
applied sciences

1,271

6%

Health sciences
and related

802

4%

Health professions

627

3%

Fine and applied arts

496

2%

Native studies

490

2%

Source: INAC’s post-secondary education historical file.
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Figure 2.VII.3 — Top Ten Colleges and Universities Attended by Status Indians in 2002–03

YT

NT

University
College of
the Cariboo
Kamloops
418

Malaspina
University
College
Nanaimo
358

University
of Alberta
Edmonton
336

NL
University of
Saskatchewan
Saskatoon
536

First Nations
University
of Canada
Regina
912

Brandon
University
Brandon
646

Red River
College
Winnipeg
360

University
of Manitoba
Winnipeg
754

Lakehead
University
Thunder Bay
394

Confederation
College
Thunder Bay
507

Source: INAC’s 2002–03 enrolment database
Note:

The total number of enrolled students per institution is calculated by INAC based on responses from Indian bands. If a band does
not respond, an INAC regional office supplies estimates in the place of actual numbers. The number listed for each institution is
therefore not to be viewed as a precise census but rather as the best available information.

Data on Aboriginal college students tell roughly
the same story. The average Aboriginal college
student is female and single, and nearly half of all
Aboriginal college students have children. As was the
case for universities, Aboriginal college students
are more likely to be older, married and to have
children, when compared to non-Aboriginal students.
Also, Aboriginal students are more likely than nonAboriginal students to be pursuing shorter courses

in college. Table 2.VII.3 shows the personal profile of
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal college students.

Aboriginal Graduates
Aboriginal youth are the fastest growing segment
of the Canadian population. They comprise an increasing proportion of the population in a number
of regions, including Northern B.C., Northern Ontario,
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Table 2.VII.2 — Personal Profile of Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal University Students
All Students
(n=12,695)

Non-Aboriginal
Students (n=12,306)

Aboriginal Students
(n=389)

Male

34.5%

34.7%

28.5%

Female

65.2%

65.0%

71.5%

Characteristic
Gender

Age
18 or less

13.6%

13.7%

10.8%

19

17.4%

17.5%

14.4%

20

15.7%

15.9%

8.7%

21

15.5%

15.6%

11.1%

22

10.7%

10.8%

6.9%

23 or more

26.3%

25.6%

47.8%

Average age

23.19

23.11

25.84

Marital status
Single

63.3%

64.3%

54.2%

Long-term relationship

27.5%

27.4%

30.8%

8.9%

8.7%

14.7%

Married
Number of Children
One or more
None

8.3%

7.6%

29.6%

91.7%

92.4%

70.4%

5.4%

5.2%

13.6%

Disability
Total self-identified

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students.

Manitoba and Saskatchewan. Between 1998 and 2008,
the registered Indian population of Saskatchewan is
expected to increase by 29% and that of Manitoba by
25.5%.16 These data imply both challenges and
opportunities. As the country faces skilled labour
shortages, a declining birthrate and an aging workforce, Aboriginal Canadians will play a pivotal role in
the future. In order for this to occur, however, more
Aboriginals will need to receive some form of postsecondary training and herein lies the challenge: to
encourage and ensure educational opportunities for
Aboriginal Canadians. Developing a more highly
skilled and educated Aboriginal population is vital
for the future economic and social development of
entire regions and provinces of Canada.

The good news on this front is that Aboriginal
education attainment is on the rise. According to the
2001 Census, more Aboriginal Canadians are
completing various levels of education (from
secondary school through university) than in the
past. The increase does raise an interesting policy
question. Given that university and college enrolment were basically flat in the 1990s, an increase in
educational attainment may mean Aboriginal
students are completing programs more than ever
before.Figure 2.VII.3 shows the educational attainment for Aboriginal Canadians aged 25 to 64 in the
1996 and 2001 Census years.
In addition to the growing number of Aboriginal
students pursuing higher education, Aboriginal

16. AUCC, Aboriginal Access to Higher Education. http://www.aucc.ca/_pdf/english/reports/2002/innovation/aboriginal_e.PDF.
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Table 2.VII.3 — Personal Profile of Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal College Students
Characteristic
Gender

All Students

Non-Aboriginal
Students

Aboriginal Students

Male

46.1%

47.4%

36.6%

Female

53.9%

52.6%

63.4%

Age
19 or less

31.2%

32.5%

21.7%

20–24

39.4%

40.4%

31.6%

25–29

11.8%

11.5%

13.7%

30–39

10.5%

9.2%

20.1%

7.2%

6.4%

13.0%

40 or over
Average age

24.14

23.70

27.46

Married or with a partner
in a long-term relationship

28.6%

27.7%

34.7%

Single (including divorced
or separated from a spouse)

71.4%

72.3%

65.3%

Marital status

Number of Children
One or more

22.0%

28.3%

46.9%

None

78.0%

71.7%

53.1%

5.4%

5.2%

13.6%

Disability
Total self-identified
Length of program
Less than 1 year

18.6%

17.0%

31.0%

1 year to 23 months

23.7%

23.3%

26.2%

2 years to 35 months

34.7%

35.4%

29.3%

3 years to 47 months

15.3%

16.1%

9.1%

7.7%

8.2%

4.5%

4 years or more
Type of program
Access or upgrading program

9.8%

7.4%

27.7%

Career or technical program

67.2%

68.1%

60.4%

University preparation or
transfer program

13.7%

14.7%

6.4%

Post-diploma or advanced
diploma program

3.3%

3.4%

2.7%

Degree program

5.9%

6.4%

2.8%

Source: Canadian College Student Survey Consortium’s 2003 Canadian College Student Survey.
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Figure 2.VII.4 — Aboriginal Canadian Educational Attainment From Age 25 to 64 in 1996 and 2001
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 1996 and 2001 Census.

Table 2.VII.4 — Proportion of Canadians Pursuing or Having Pursued Any Post-Secondary Education (1996 and 2001)
Age

15–24

Status Indians
1996
2001
20%
20%

Other Aboriginals
1996
2001
29%
29%

Other Canadians
1996
2001
41%
42%

25–44

49%

53%

58%

57%

64%

45–64

37%

45%

47%

48%

50%

69%
56%

65+

10%

14%

20%

20%

20%

32%

Total

37%

40%

47%

45%

51%

55%

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1996 and 2001 Census.

Canadians are staying in school for longer periods of
time than ever before. In fact, the only educational
category to experience a real percentage decline for
Aboriginal students was among those not completing high school.
There are some small differences in post-secondary participation within the Aboriginal community.

Status Indian participation has increased since the
past Census, while non-Status Indian participation
has decreased. Table 2.VII.4 shows that the participation/attainment rates for Aboriginal students who are
not Status Indians are still higher than those for Status
Indians at all age levels, but lower than those for the
population as a whole.
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VIII. Students With Dependants
New data from national surveys of college and
university students have for the first time made it
possible to examine students with dependants in
some detail. As far as university students are
concerned, 8% of respondents in the 2002 Canadian
Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s Survey of
Undergraduate Students reported having children.
There was a significant concentration of these
students at small, primarily undergraduate
institutions; students with dependants were much
less common at large, more research-intensive
institutions. Specifically, at smaller institutions,
students with dependants made up 11% of respondents, while at larger institutions they made up from
6% to 7% of the population. Unsurprisingly, students
with dependants are on average considerably older
than students without dependants; the average age
of university students with dependants is 37.6,
compared to 21.7 for students without dependants.
Seventy percent of university students with
children have only a single child, and the average
number of children per parent is 1.96. University
students’ children are more or less evenly distributed
by age; roughly one-third of these students’ children
are of preschool age (five or less), while two-thirds
are of school age.
On the whole, students with dependants are
much more likely to be studying part-time than the
rest of the student population. Not surprisingly, this
effect varies inversely with the age of the child; as
students’ children get older, their parents are more
likely to study full-time.
The data suggest that approximately 3.3% of the
entire undergraduate student body (27,000 students)
and about 1.5% of the full-time undergraduate
student population (11,000 students) may have

childcare needs. One recent publication suggested
that there are only about 4,000 daycare spaces
available on campuses in Canada, of which perhaps
only half are available to students.17 While one should
not conclude on this basis that there is a demand for
an extra 25,000 or even 9,000 student daycare spaces
on campus, the data do at least strongly suggest that
the demand for spaces exceeds the supply.
Among college students, nearly 22% of respondents in the 2003 Canadian College Student Survey
reported having dependants. Most of these (17%)
indicated they had at least one dependant who was a
child. Seven percent of respondents said they had an
adult dependant, which means that approximately
2% of college students were caring for both children
and an adult dependant.
College students’ children were likely to be slightly
younger than those of university undergraduates—
nearly half of all parents had at least one child under
the age of six, though it should be noted that college
students were far more likely than university
students to have children at all age levels. Just over
60% of college students with children have a single
child, while the average number of children per
parent is exactly two.
Female students are more likely than male
students to report having dependants. Both the
CUSC and CCSSC surveys, as well as the 2001–02
Student Income-Expenditure Survey, suggest that the
ratio of female students with dependants to male
students with dependants is approximately 2:1.
However, since women form nearly two-thirds of the
respondents in all three surveys (partially because of
higher female enrolment and partially due to survey
response bias), this in fact implies that male and
female students are equally likely to have dependants.

Table 2.VIII.1 — Students With Dependants’ Registration Status by Age of Children (University Only)
Dependants Aged 0–5

Dependants Aged 6–11

Dependants Aged 12+

Full-time

88%

44.5%

50%

63.5%

Part-time

12%

55.5%

50%

36.5%

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students.

17. Junor and Usher, The Price of Knowledge (2002).
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IX. Students From Rural Areas
Students from rural areas face a number of barriers
to post-secondary education that are not faced
by urban students. On average, students from
rural backgrounds have lower literacy scores
than students from urban areas, and face higher
educational costs as well, stemming from the cost of
transportation and the necessity of living away from
home. Both these pressures would lead one to expect
that rural students are under-represented in postsecondary education, especially at the university level.
One serious analytical problem in looking at rural
and urban students is the difficulty in defining
“rurality.” It is conceptually simple to define large
cities as “urban” and farms as “rural,” but there
is considerable debate about how to classify the
inhabitants of small communities. Different analyses use different measures of rurality, and it is important to understand that studies may not be directly
comparable. Even Statistics Canada does not have a
single or preferred definition of rurality. For

purposes of the Census, however, Statistics Canada
defines rurality as any residence located outside a
municipality that has an urban core of 10,000 or
more people. According to this definition, 20.3% of
the Canadian population was “rural” in 2001.
The evidence for poorer academic preparation
among rural students comes from data gathered as
part of the 2001 Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) and summarized by
Statistics Canada’s Fernando Cartwright and Mary
Allen in Understanding the Rural-Urban Reading
Gap. PISA administered tests in reading, math and
science to 15-year-olds across Canada and around
the world and standardized responses on a scale
from 200 to 800. Fifty points on the reading scale
is considered to be equivalent to one year of
formal schooling.18
On average, Cartwright and Allen found students
from schools in urban settings in Canada scored about
15 points higher than students from rural areas.19

Figure 2.IX.1 — Average Urban and Rural Reading Scores by Province (PISA 2000)
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Source: Cartwright and Allen, Understanding the Urban-Rural Reading Gap.

18. Wilms, Ready or Not.
19. In this study, a “rural” high school is one located in a community with a population of less than 10,000.

CA
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Figure 2.IX.2 — Percentage of Canadians Living More Than 80km From Universities and Colleges in 1996
(Using SLID Data)
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Source: Frenette, Access to College and University: Does Distance Matter?

The gap was particularly large in Newfoundland and
Labrador, Prince Edward Island and Alberta, and
almost non-existent in Manitoba. Smaller but still
significant gaps were also found between rural
and urban students in math (8 points) and science
(11 points). Cartwright and Allen ascribe the difference not to socio-economic differences, which were
negligible, but rather to differences in the average
level of adult educational attainment.
While PISA scores may not be a perfect proxy for
university preparedness, currently they are the
best standardized measure of academic ability.
The Cartwright and Allen results, although not
conclusive, certainly suggest that students from
rural backgrounds are at a disadvantage in university
preparation.
Another way of looking at rurality, at least from
the point of view of access to education, is to look
not at the size of a community but the “remoteness”
of the community as measured by the distance to
the nearest post-secondary institution. Despite
Canada’s enormous size, its dense concentrations of
populations mean that only a tiny fraction of the
Canadian population lives more than 80km from a
post-secondary institution. Just 13% of Canadians
live more than 80km from a university and only 2.7%
of the population lives more than 80km from a
community college.

Figure 2.IX.2 shows that there does appear to be a
major distance barrier to attending universities in
Newfoundland and Labrador and Saskatchewan and
to attending colleges in Manitoba. Across the
country as a whole, however, the problem appears to
be fairly small. Without minimizing the importance
of distance as a barrier to those who face it, this
evidence suggests that there are relatively few
Canadians for whom distance is really a barrier to
post-secondary education.
Another recent Statistics Canada study by Marc
Frenette used the Survey of Labour and Income
Dynamics (SLID) to look at the effect of distance to
an institution on post-secondary attendance. This
study found that if both a university and a college
are “nearby” (defined as within 80km), or if neither
were nearby, then youth are relatively equally likely
to attend either a college or a university. If, however,
a college is appreciably closer than a university
(i.e., there is a college within 80km but not a university), then the likelihood of attending a college
increased substantially. This effect was noticeable
across all income levels, but was particularly strong
among children from lower-income families.
The Frenette result is difficult to explain based on
the theory that relatively poor academic preparation
causes fewer rural students to attend university. This
theory would imply that rural students as a whole
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are less likely to attend university than college, and
yet this would appear to be the case only when
colleges are appreciably closer than universities. The
clear implication is that the higher rates of college
attendance over university attendance among
these students is the result of student choice rather
than institutional selection procedures. Whether the
choice is being made for reasons of cost (i.e., universities are too expensive), familiarity (i.e., universities
are not well understood—and hence undesirable—
because they are not part of the local landscape) or
personal/psychological comfort (i.e., going to a
university means losing one set of old friends and
creating a new set) is not understood.

Complicating matters further is a third data set
which suggests that students from rural areas may
not be under-represented at all. The Canadian
Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey of
Undergraduate Students, using a sample considerably larger than that of SLID, found that students
from rural areas (i.e., less than 10,000 inhabitants)
are actually over-represented among Canadian
undergraduates. As shown in Table 2.IX.1, 24.3% of
the respondents said they came from a community
of 10,000 or fewer people, compared to 20.3% of the
Canadian population as a whole. No comparable
data are available for community colleges.

Table 2.IX.1 — Distribution of Canadian Undergraduate Students by Size of Home Community in 2002
Size of Community

Lived on a ranch/farm

Number of Students

Percentage

Cumulative Percentage

624

5.1%

5.1%

1,404

11.6%

16.7%

931

7.6%

24.3%

10,000 to 49,999

1,736

14.4%

38.7%

50,000 to 99,999

1,451

11.9%

50.6%

100,000 to 299,999

2,111

17.4%

68.0%

300,000 and over

3,876

32.0%

100.0%

12,133

100.0%

100.0%

Less than 5,000
5,000 to 9,999

Total

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students.
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X. Student Mobility
Several studies contain data regarding “distance
A central theme of Canadian life is distance. Canada
moved in order to study,” but they tend to use very
is the world’s second-largest territory, and even
different measures. As a result, our knowledge of
though most Canadians live in a narrow strip very
student mobility is somewhat vague. The 2001–02
close to the southern border, we are still spread
Student Income-Expenditure Survey, for instance,
thinly out across 7,300km from Victoria to St. John’s.
asked students if they had moved in order to attend
Many policymakers are concerned about student
school, and if so, how far. Unfortunately, as Table 2.X.1
“mobility” and whether or not increased educational
shows, this question was plagued by a high rate of
costs have diminished the ability of students to
responses indicating movement but not distance.
move away from home. Mobility is a fairly indefinite
The Canadian College Student Survey Consortium
term which has many possible definitions.
asked questions regarding whether
Traditionally, it has been measured
or not students lived at home and
by inter-provincial mobility (which is
Many policymakers are
the distance of their permanent
the only statistic regularly tracked by
concerned
about
student
home from their educational instituStatistics Canada), but this is a fairly
“mobility” and whether or
tion. Combining the two questions,
restrictive definition of mobility.
not increased educational
one finds that 24% of respondents
It could equally be measured by
who gave valid answers to both
the percentage of students who
costs have diminished the
questions reported that they both
move away from their parents’
ability of students to move
lived away from their parents and
home or who move more than a
away from home.
had a permanent home that was
certain distance away from their
more than 50km from their eduparents’ home.
cational institution, which is somewhat higher than
At the most basic level of mobility, the Canadian
the Ekos data would suggest.
Undergraduate Survey Consortium (2002) and the
Canadian College Student Survey Consortium (2003)
show that approximately 60% of university students
Inter-Provincial Migration Patterns
and 47% of college students nationally (54% if
Quebec is excluded) live away from their parents.
Not all students choose to study in their province of
Many of the students who live away from home may,
residence, for many reasons—a desire to move
however, still be living in the same city as their
away from home, a desire to study in a program unparents, so this is a weak indicator of mobility.
available in their province of residence, and so forth.

Table 2.X.1 — Distance Moved to Attend Post-Secondary Institution
University

College

Total

Moved under 20km

1%

1%

Moved 20–70km

3%

1%

3%

20%

8%

16%

Moved 70km or more
Moved, no distance stated
Did not move

1%

8%

7%

8%

67%

82%

71%

Source: Ekos Research’s 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure Survey.

76

T H E P R I C E O F K N O W L E D G E 2 0 0 4 : A C C E S S A N D S T U D E N T F I N A N C E I N C A N A DA

The only reliable source of data on inter-provincial
student mobility is Statistics Canada, and even this
source is plagued with uneven and incomplete
reporting from educational institutions. At the
college level, several provinces either do not collect
or do not report students’ province of origin; at the
university level, there are significant numbers of
students whose province of origin is either not
known or not reported. Statistics on student mobility
therefore need to be viewed with caution, as they
can only approximate, rather than reflect, the real
situation. Moreover, due to problems with national
enrolment statistics, available data on interprovincial mobility among students is somewhat
out-of-date (the most recent figures are from
1998–99). However, since a historical analysis of
mobility trends reveals that the pace of change in
inter-provincial mobility patterns is near glacial, we
can be reasonably confident that even statistics that
are five years old can still provide a reasonably good
picture of the present-day situation.
As far as is known, university students are more
likely than college students to move to another
province in order to pursue post-secondary education. At the university level, just over one in ten
students leaves his or her province of origin to study;
at the college level, the number is not much more

than one in 50. The number for university students
has risen somewhat over the past decade, but for
most of the past 20 years the number of students
studying out of province has remained within a
narrow range (8%–10%). The most recent available
figures suggest that the number is now 12%, but the
rise in this percentage has been accompanied by a
rise in the percentage of students whose origin is
“unknown” or “unreported,” so the increase may be
more illusory than real.
Table 2.X.2 describes the in-flow and out-flow of
university students for all provinces and the two
territories that existed for the entirety of the 1998–99
academic year. The data in this table show that the
majority of jurisdictions (i.e., seven of 12) are net
“exporters” of students, and only three provinces
(Nova Scotia, Quebec and Alberta) “import” more
than 1,000 students per year. Apart from Nova Scotia
and New Brunswick, the other small provinces are
net exporters of students by a considerable margin.
There are 60% to 80% more students leaving
Manitoba and Saskatchewan rather than coming to
study in them; in Prince Edward Island, the out-flow
is three times the in-flow, and in Newfoundland and
Labrador the ratio is nine to one. Figure 2.X.1 shows
the net flow of university students in and out of each
province.

Table 2.X.2 — University Enrolment and Student Mobility by Province in 1998–99

Province

Total
Number of
Students

Total Number
of Students
Arriving to Study

Total Number
of Students
Leaving to Study

Net Gain (+)
or Loss (-)

Out-of-Province
Students as a
Percentage of
Total Enrolment

NL

15,710

498

4,389

-3,891

3.2%

PE

2,887

552

1,610

-1,058

19.1%

NS

37,241

9,418

4,649

+4,769

25.3%

NB

22,766

5,117

4,596

+521

22.5%

QC

232,278

11,302

8,873

+2,429

4.9%

ON

302,943

17,303

17,072

+230

5.7%

MB

30,735

1,862

2,976

-1,114

6.1%

SK

31,278

2,252

3,758

-1,506

7.2%

AB

73,773

11,327

5,609

+5,718

15.4%

BC

76,750

5,052

9,839

-4,787

6.6%

YT

0

0

450

-450

N/A

NT

0

0

862

-862

N/A

Source: Statistics Canada’s University Student Information System.
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Figure 2.X.1 — Net Flow of University Students by Province in 1998–99
Difference in Number of Students
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Source: Statistics Canada’s University Student Information System.

Table 2.X.3 — Preferred Destinations of Out-of-Province University Students by Jurisdiction in 1998–99
Arriving to Study
Jurisdiction

NL

Leaving to Study

1

2

3

1

2

3

ON (168)

NS (116)

AB (50)

NS (2,160)

NB (782)

ON (731)
ON (204)

PE

NB (189)

NS (184)

NL (106)

NS (710)

NB (498)

NS

ON (2,976)

NL (2,160)

NB (2,130)

NB (1,916)

ON (1,283)

QC (522)

NB

NS (1,916)

ON (1,019)

NF (782)

NS (2,130)

QC (1,039)

ON (917)

QC

ON (6,838)

BC (1,461)

NB (1,039)

ON (7,080)

NB (550)

NS (390)

ON

QC (7,080)

BC (3,297)

AB (2,039)

QC (6,838)

NS (2,976)

AB (2,740)

MB

ON (830)

BC (297)

SK (292)

ON (965)

AB (838)

SK (482)

SK

AB (738)

BC (494)

MB (482)

AB (2,209)

ON (640)

BC (314)

AB

BC (3,596)

ON (2,740)

SK (2,209)

ON (2,039)

BC (1,522)

SK (738)

BC

ON (2,123)

AB (1,522)

QC (375)

AB (3,596)

ON (3,297)

QC (1,461)

YT

0

0

0

AB (144)

BC (127)

SK (87)

NT

0

0

0

AB (459)

ON (111)

QC (74)

Source: Statistics Canada’s University Student Information System.

Generally speaking, students who leave their
province in order to study tend not to travel too far.
As Table 2.X.3 shows, in most provinces the major
sources of out-of-province students are the neighbouring provinces. Nearly half of all Newfoundland
and Labrador students who leave the province go to
nearby Nova Scotia, while Ontario attracts 80% of all
Quebec university students who leave the province. In
all jurisdictions except Yukon, Ontario is one of the
three top destinations for students leaving their home

province to study. Newfoundland and Labrador,
Prince Edward Island and Manitoba are not among
the top three destinations of students from any other
province. Alberta is the major destination of students
leaving the territories to attend university.
As noted above, data on college student migration
patterns suffer from massive under-reporting and
gaps, particularly in Western Canada. In the absence
of comprehensive data, very little pan-Canadian
analysis can be performed. Nevertheless, on the

78

T H E P R I C E O F K N O W L E D G E 2 0 0 4 : A C C E S S A N D S T U D E N T F I N A N C E I N C A N A DA

basis of the available data some facts can be ascertained. Virtually all college students from Quebec
(99%) and Ontario (98%) come from within the
province—in other words, almost no one in either of
these provinces goes to another province to pursue

college studies. Prince Edward Island, a major
exporter of university students, is a major importer
of college students; nearly 20% of Holland College’s
students come from outside Prince Edward Island.
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XI. International Mobility
Canada’s post-secondary education system is open
not just to Canadians but also to students from
around the world; at the university level, approximately 2.8% of total enrolment is made up of
students from outside the country. Similarly, a large
number of Canadian students choose to study
outside Canada—primarily, but not exclusively, in
the United States. Overall, Canada is a net importer
of students, although much more so at the college
level than at the university level.
This section examines the available evidence on
student “trade” in and out of Canada. Readers
should note, however, that most of the data in this
section are unchanged from the previous edition of
The Price of Knowledge. In addition to Statistics
Canada’s inability to provide up-to-date information
on foreign students in Canada, two major foreign
agencies—UNESCO and the United States’ Institute
for International Education—have stopped reporting data in a way that permits an analysis of recent
trends in Canadian students abroad. The data in this
section are hence somewhat more dated that in the
rest of the publication.

International Students in Canada
Since the 1980s, the overall number of international
students studying at Canadian post-secondary institutions has increased by almost 35%, primarily
through increased enrolment in the college and
trade-vocational systems. For most of the 1990s,
however,
international
enrolment
actually
declined—the exception being the end of the
decade, during which an upward spike in international enrolment seems to have occurred. Data from
1999–2000 and preliminary data from 2000–01 seem
to indicate that between 1999 and 2001 international
enrolment surged by nearly 30%, with the increase
more or less evenly split between colleges and
undergraduate university programs.
Canada hosts international university students
from around the world. In 1995, 40% came from five
countries: France, the United States, China, Hong
Kong and Malaysia.20 However, the number of
students from Hong Kong has drastically declined
over the past decade, largely because of the transfer of
Hong Kong to the People’s Republic of China in 1997.21

Table 2.XI.1 — International Students in Canada by Type of Study From 1990–91 to 2000–01

Year

College/
Trade

All
Post-Secondary
Institutions

University
Undergraduate

Graduate

Total University

1990–91

18,508

20,328

14,859

35,187

53,695

1991–92

17,751

21,748

15,286

37,034

54,785

1992–93

18,509

21,596

15,220

36,816

55,325

1993–94

18,029

20,354

15,097

35,451

53,480

1994–95

15,950

19,141

14,285

33,426

49,376

1995–96

15,884

18,223

13,312

31,435

47,419

1996–97

18,617

18,468

13,214

31,682

50,299

1997–98

17,791

20,026

13,085

33,111

50,902

1998–99

14,661

22,158

13,398

35,556

50,217

1999–00

17,474

26,776

14,595

42,371

58,845

2000–01a

20,000

29,077

14,999

44,076

64,076

Source: Canadian Bureau of International Education’s National Report on International Students in Canada 2000–01.
Note:

a Estimates are based on the Canadian Bureau of International Education’s interpretation of preliminary data from Citizenship and
Immigration Canada. The values may vary by +/-15%.

20. AUCC 1999.
21. Kane and Humphries 1999.
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Figure 2.XI.1—Top Ten Countries of Origin for International Students in Canada From 1990–91 to 2000–01
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Source: Canadian Bureau of International Education’s National Report on International Students in Canada 1998–99 and 2000–01.

The number of students from South Korea, on the
other hand, has increased remarkably, and in
1999–2000, South Korea became—for the first time
since international enrolment data have been
collected—the number one provider of international
students to the post-secondary education system
in Canada. The 5,400 South Korean college and
university students in Canada accounted for just
under 10% of total international student enrolment.
The number of American students, which has always
been substantial in Canada, has steadily increased
since 1993 and is now above 5,000. Students from
China and Taiwan have also been arriving in
increasing numbers. Conversely, the number of
university exchange students originating from India,
Malaysia and the United Kingdom has been decreasing or fluctuating over the past decade. The numbers
of students from most other countries has either
remained constant or declined during the same
period. Figure 2.XI.1 shows trends in the presence of
international students from various countries over
the 1990s.

22. Canadian Bureau of International Education 2001.

A plurality of Canada’s international students
attended college or university in the province of
Ontario in 1998–99. The province has, however,
been receiving a declining share of the country’s
international students for some time. In contrast,
international student enrolment in British Columbia
and Quebec has increased steadily during the past
decade. The increase in B.C. is more or less constant
for all levels of education, whereas the increase in
Quebec is primarily restricted to undergraduate
students. Of particular note in Quebec are French
nationals at all universities (these students enjoy
generous tuition fee subsidies due to a bilateral
agreement between the Government of France and
the Government of Quebec) and the significant
number of American students, primarily at McGill
University.22 Most other provinces have maintained
relatively stable numbers of international students;
in 1999, Alberta, Nova Scotia and Saskatchewan had
the most international students after Quebec,
Ontario and B.C. Table 2.XI.2 shows the levels of
international student enrolment at Canadian
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universities by province and level of education in 1998–99 and indicates the proportion of overall enrolment in
each province that is accounted for by international students. Figure 2.XI.2 shows the relative changes in international enrolment in Canada by province since 1990.

Table 2.XI.2 — International Students at Canadian Universities by Province and Level of Education in 1998–99a

International
Undergraduate
Province
Students

International
Undergraduate
Students as a
International
Percentage of All
Graduate
Undergraduates
Students

International
Graduate Students
as a Percentage of
Total
All Graduate
International
Students
Students

Total
International
Students as a
Percentage of
Total University
Enrolment

NL

160

1.4%

275

19.9%

435

3.2%

PE

76

2.8%

15

83.0%

91

2.9%

NS

1,496

5.1%

374

12.7%

1,870

5.7%

NB

674

3.8%

193

14.8%

867

5.4%

QC

7,861

6.7%

5,313

22.7%

13,174

6.3%

ON

6,228

2.6%

3,606

15.0%

9,834

3.8%

MB

707

3.3%

299

14.4%

1,006

3.6%

SK

655

2.8%

456

21.8%

1,111

4.0%

AB

1,519

2.9%

1,013

18.3%

2,532

4.1%

2,782

4.8%

1,854

33.5%

4,636

6.4%

26,776

4.7%

14,595

20.5%

35,556

4.8%

BC
Total

Source: Canadian Bureau of International Education’s National Report on International Students in Canada 2000–01 and Statistics Canada.
Note:

a While international student data exist for the years since 1998–99, this is the last year for which enrolment data are available on
Canadian students. At time of publication, therefore, no comparison figures were possible after 1998–99.

Figure 2.XI.2 — Changes in International University Enrolment in Canada by Province from 1990–91 to 1999–2000
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Source: Canadian Bureau of International Education’s National Report on International Students in Canada 1998–99 and 2000–01.
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International students who enrol in universities
tend to study at the country’s largest institutions. In
1990–91, 14 Canadian universities had at least 1,000
international students, led by the University of
Toronto (3,697), McGill University (2,805) and
Université de Montréal (2,256). By 1999–2000, only
11 universities had more than 1,000 international
students, led by McGill University (4,405), Université
de Montréal (3,515) and Université du Québec
(2,782). These three universities hosted 10.5%, 8.3%,
and 6.6%, respectively, of all international university
students in 1999–2000, together accounting for over
25% of international university students in Canada.
Table 2.XI.3 shows enrolment levels for international
students at the top ten Canadian host universities
since 1990–91.
In comparison with other countries, Canada is
below average in terms of the percentage of students
it receives from other countries, with just 2.8% of all
university-level students in 1998 coming from abroad,
compared to the OECD average of 5.8%.23 On the one

hand, it should be kept in mind that geography is a
factor: many of the countries with high proportions
of foreign students are in Europe, where most
foreign students are—unlike in Canada—at least
from the same continent. Since the creation of the
European Union, these students are no longer
treated as foreign students and subject to differential
fees. On the other hand, a similar geographic barrier
has not stopped Australia from becoming a major
importer of Asian students. Figure 2.XI.3 shows the
percentage of foreign students in selected countries.

Canadians Studying Abroad
Studying abroad can greatly enhance the value of a
student’s education. A student studying outside his or
her country of residence has the opportunity to gain
important insights into global issues, acquire new
skills and abilities, and perhaps learn a second or third
language. The skills acquired while studying abroad
then benefit both the individual and society at large.

Table 2.XI.3 — Top Ten Canadian Universities by International Enrolment from 1990–91 to 1999–2000
University

1990–91

1991–92

1992–93

1993–94

1994–95

1995–96

1996–97

1997–98

1998–99

1999–2000

McGill
University

2,805

2,792

2,801

3,017

3,478

3,567

3,764

3,867

4,120

4,445

Université
de Montréala

2,256

2,352

1,751

1,677

1,628

1,594

1,634

2,227

2,458

3,515

Université
du Québecb

2,256

2,352

1,751

1,677

1,628

1,594

1,634

2,227

2,458

3,515

University
of Toronto

3,697

3,956

3,804

3,421

2,842

2,380

2,158

2,051

2,193

2,582

University
of British
Columbia

1,586

2,093

2,562

2,045

2,233

2,189

2,184

2,090

2,095

2,165

Université
Laval

1,341

1,480

1,576

1,674

1,736

1,528

1,535

1,615

1,702

1,901

York
University

1,900

2,058

1,829

1,429

1,047

938

1,067

1,253

1,469

1,748

Concordia
University

977

1,032

979

956

962

939

1,014

1,105

1,259

1,483

University
of Alberta

1,685

1,590

1,527

1,514

1,308

1,083

1,053

1,088

1,204

1,328

University
of Ottawa

890

920

1,030

933

897

883

920

921

1,035

1,185

Source: Canadian Bureau of International Education’s National Report on International Students in Canada 1998–99 and 2000–01.
Notes: a Includes affiliated schools (École Polytechnique and École des Hautes Études Commerciales).
b Includes all campuses of the Université du Québec.

23. The difference may in fact be due to data reporting. Canadian foreign enrolment data separate permanent residents and visa students differently
than other countries.
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Figure 2.XI.3 — Foreign Students as a Percentage of the Overall University Population for Selected Countries in 1998
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Source: OECD’s 2003 Education at a Glance.

The number of Canadian students studying abroad
has increased by over 50% during the past decade. In
1990–91, there were just under 20,000 Canadians
studying abroad, and by the end of the decade that
number had increased to just over 30,000. It is
unclear how many of these students have left
Canada to pursue an entire degree and how many
are simply going abroad for a year or a semester, as
UNESCO data do not distinguish between the two.
By far the most popular international study destination for Canadian students is the United States—
over three-quarters of Canadian students studying

abroad are located in the U.S. While the absolute
number of Canadian students studying in the U.S.
increased during the 1990s, the relative number did
not; in 1990, the U.S. accounted for over 80% of
Canadians studying abroad. The destination which
experienced the greatest relative increase in
Canadian students was in fact the United Kingdom,
which now hosts over three times as many Canadian
students as it did ten years ago. Other popular study
destinations for Canadian students are France,
Germany, Switzerland and Australia; recent statistical revisions appear to have increased the reported

Table 2.XI.4 — Canadian Students Studying Abroad by Country of Destination From 1990–1991 to 1999–2000
Country

1990–91

1991–92

1992–93

1993–94

1994–95

1995–96

1996–97

1997–98

1998–99

1999–2000

16,443

19,194

20,968

22,665

23,005

24,000

22,984

22,051

22,746

21,4000

United
Kingdom

985

1,072

1,242

1,287

1,287

2,900

2,954

2,893

3,342

3,129

France

968

1,040

1,048

1,091

1,091

1,091

1,001

1,091a

1,005

976

Germany

399

392

425

442

437

452

446

424

150a

United States

425a

425a

Switzerland

139

162

167

157

157

150

N/A

152

171

Australia

106

121

147

150a

175a

175a

N/A

1,267

1,267

1,267

All other
countries

1,330

1,476

1,583

1,672

1,617

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

20,370

23,457

25,580

27,437

28,280

N/A

N/A

N/A

Total

Source: UNESCO’s Statistical Yearbook and UNESCO Institute for Statistics.
Notes: a Estimated enrolment numbers.
b Estimates for OECD countries only.

30,255b

27,670b
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number of Canadians studying Down Under by a
factor of ten. Very few Canadians choose to study in
non-OECD countries. Table 2.XI.4 shows the number
of Canadian students studying abroad since 1989–90
by country of destination.
As indicated earlier, the majority of Canadian
students abroad select the U.S. as their study destination. While this might seem natural given the two
countries’ common border, it should be noted that
the “trade” in students is somewhat one-sided:
Canadians studying in the U.S. outnumber
Americans studying in Canada by a factor of more
than four to one. Figure 2.XI.4 shows the location of

Canadian students in the U.S. by state. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, five of the top ten states to which
Canadian students go are located on the border
between the two countries.
The majority of Canadian students study at
American universities rather than community
colleges. Program availability is likely a major factor
for Canadian students who choose to study in
American universities. For example, students in
Saskatchewan who want to take speech pathology
must leave the province, and the closest institute for
many is the University of North Dakota in Minot.
Similarly, many Ontario students who find them-

Figure 2.XI.4 — Location of Canadian Students in the United States by State in 2000–01 (Top Ten Only)

Top 10 States

Source: Institute of International Education’s Locator Report of Canada Foreign Students. a
Note:

a The Institute’s methodology for counting foreign students may be different from that used by UNESCO, which may result in total
student numbers being slightly different from those reported in other tables.
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selves unable to pursue teacher training within the
province choose to do so in New York or Michigan.
Another motivation for Canadians to study at
American universities is the availability of varsity
athletic scholarships. Individuals who excel in
various sports such as hockey, golf and volleyball are
often recruited by American universities with large
athletic scholarships. Figure 2.XI.5 shows the top 15
American institutions where Canadians studied
in 2000–01.
By a considerable margin, the American school
with the most Canadians is little-known D’Youville
College in upstate New York. It offers a graduate

program in education that draws a large number of
Ontario students who wish to obtain training but
are unable to do so within the province. Among the
top 15 institutions, ten could be described as internationally renowned research universities, three
(D’Youville College, University of Maine at Fort Kent
and Minot State University) are small state colleges
near the U.S.-Canada border, one (Wayne State
University) is a large but not particularly prestigious
research university in a bordering state, and the
other (Brigham Young University) is a major religious
institution.

Figure 2.XI.5 — Location of Canadian Students in the United States by Institution in 2000–01 (Top 15 Only)

Large
Map

Stanford
University
Palo Alto
252

Brigham
Young
University
Provo
339

University of
Maine of
Fort Kent
Fort Kent
264

Minot State
University
Minot
212

D’Youville
College
Buffalo
983

University
of Michigan
Ann Arbor
202

Wayne State
University
Detroit
716

Harvard
University
Cambridge
443

Massachusetts
Institute of
Technology
Cambridge
216

Cornell
University
Ithaca
358

Boston
University
Boston
215

Columbia
University
New York
343

University of
Pennsylvania
Philadelphia
269
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XII. Dropouts, Persistence and Stop-Outs
Accessing post-secondary education is important;
persisting through to completion of studies is
even more important. There is unfortunately little
systematic evidence on persistence collected in
Canada, either at the national or provincial level.
Even if persistence data were collected, interpreting
would be no easy task. When a student leaves
an institution before graduation it is sometimes
difficult to tell if the student has simply switched to
another institution (i.e., “transferred”) or has left postsecondary education altogether (i.e., “dropped out”).
If the latter, it is impossible to tell, at least at the
moment of leaving, whether this departure is in fact a
permanent dropout or a more temporary “stop-out.”

Dropouts
While reliable data on dropouts are extremely difficult to obtain, two Statistics Canada surveys allow us
to measure persistence in an indirect fashion. In a
recent report based on the December 2001 follow-up
to the Youth in Transition Survey, Zeman et al. noted
that while 76% of surveyed 22-year-olds had some
form of post-secondary education, at the time of the
survey only 11% of 22-year-olds (i.e., 14.5% of all
those with post-secondary experience) had not

graduated and were not currently pursuing studies.24
The YITS data do not show any variation by province
in the proportion of 22-year-olds classified as postsecondary “dropouts” or “leavers.”
A second study, by Corak et al., used the Survey of
Consumer Finances, to track participation rates of
18- to 24-year-olds. In so doing, they captured data
not only on participation but also on dropouts, both
of which are presented in Figure 2.XII.1.
Interestingly, these data seem to show that dropouts
have stayed extremely constant over time as a
fraction of the youth population, but have declined
relative to the fraction of the youth population with
post-secondary education. In other words, over
time, fewer Canadian students appear to be dropping out of post-secondary education.

Persistence
Another way to look at dropouts and persistence is
to look at institutional completion rates. This is not
an entirely satisfactory method, for two reasons.
First, unlike the system-wide measures noted above,
institutional completion rates inevitably overstate
dropouts; for instance, a student who leaves one
institution and graduates from another is not

Figure 2.XII.1 — Post-Secondary Dropouts in Canada as a Percentage of the 18- to 24-Year-Old Population
from 1979 to 2002
35%
Dropout
In College
In University

30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%
1979

1981

1983

1985

1987

1989

1991

1993

1995

1997

1999

2001

Source: Corak, Lipps and Zhao, Family Income and Participation.

24. Zeman, Knighton and Bussiere, Education and Labour Market Pathways of Young Canadians between Age 20 and 22: An Overview.
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Table 2.XII.1 — Synthetic Completion Rates at Canadian Universities
Proportion Completing
Transition from First
Year to Second Year (A)

Proportion of Second-Year
Students Completing
Within Four Years (B)

Synthetic
Completion
Rate (A x B)

Memorial University of Newfoudland

83.4%

78.6%

65.6%

University of Prince Edward Island

80.1%

74.3%

59.5%

Dalhousie University

84.7%

85.0%

72.0%

University College of Cape Breton

69.3%

59.6%

41.3%

Acadia University

86.5%

84.1%

72.7%

Mount St. Vincent University

72.8%

68.8%

50.1%

St. Mary’s University

91.2%

91.1%

83.1%

St. Francis Xavier University

84.1%

90.3%

75.9%

University of New Brunswick

78.9%

78.6%

62.0%

Université de Moncton

82.4%

60.8%

50.1%

Mount Allison University

82.3%

77.6%

63.9%

St. Thomas University

71.7%

58.0%

41.6%

McGill University

92.6%

92.7%

85.8%

Concordia University

87.9%

77.9%

68.5%

Bishop’s University

82.2%

77.7%

63.9%

Université de Montréal

89.4%

91.3%

81.6%

Université de Sherbrooke

91.3%

90.3%

82.4%

Université Laval

95.3%

80.0%

76.2%

University of Toronto

95.0%

91.9%

87.3%

Queen’s University

94.5%

92.6%

87.5%

University of Western Ontario

93.3%

91.3%

85.2%

University of Waterloo

92.8%

87.4%

81.1%

Trent University

92.0%

80.8%

74.3%

Brock University

91.4%

78.6%

71.8%

Nipissing University

91.3%

91.2%

83.3%

University of Guelph

91.2%

89.0%

81.2%

Ryerson University

90.0%

80.2%

72.2%

York University

89.9%

82.4%

74.1%

Lakehead University

89.7%

87.0%

78.0%

McMaster University

89.6%

86.7%

77.7%

Wilfrid Laurier University

87.9%

86.9%

76.4%

University of Ottawa

87.6%

87.6%

76.7%

Carleton University

86.6%

77.4%

67.0%

Laurentian University

85.8%

71.7%

61.5%

University of Windsor

78.0%

80.1%

62.5%

University of Manitoba

84.3%

87.4%

73.7%

University of Winnipeg

79.7%

77.9%

62.1%

Brandon University

63.5%

77.6%

49.3%

University of Regina

75.9%

75.6%

57.4%

University of Saskatchewan

80.4%

88.4%

71.1%

University of Alberta

84.3%

74.2%

62.6%

Lethbridge University

73.2%

78.0%

57.1%

University of Calgary

84.3%

78.0%

65.8%

University of British Columbia

90.2%

89.3%

80.5%

Simon Fraser University

85.6%

84.2%

72.1%

University of Northern British Columbia

72.8%

74.9%

54.5%

University of Victoria

85.2%

81.0%

69.0%

Institution

Source: Maclean’s and authors’ calculations.
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counted as a “completer” in this method of analysis.
Some institutional leavers never go back to postsecondary education, but many simply find another
institution to attend. Thus, many of the dropouts
“caught” by institutional statistics are really just
students “churning” in the system—moving from
one institution to another.
The second reason that institutional completion
rates are not satisfactory is that institutions generally
do not make this information available to the public.
For the most part, institutions feel that they get a bad
rap for the “churning” described above. As a result,
for years the only available data on institutional
completion rates were from a somewhat obscure
statistic provided by institutions to Maclean’s that
captures the proportion of each institution’s cohort
of second-year students that graduates within four
years. Since 2003, however, institutions also provide
Maclean’s with data on the percentage of first-year
students who go on to second year. By multiplying
these two figures, one can—in theory—arrive at a
“synthetic” completion rate that measures the graduation rate of first-year students within five years.
The number is “synthetic” because the resulting
figure does not measure a true cohort across time;
nevertheless, the combination of the two factors is a
rough approximation of institutional retention
patterns. Synthetic five-year completion rates by
university are shown in Table 2.XII.1.
Unsurprisingly, Table 2.XII.1 shows a wide range
of institutional retention results. The implicit
“synthetic” five-year graduation rate ranges from
87.5% at Queen’s University to 41.3% at the
University College of Cape Breton. Generally speaking, the institutions with higher retention rates are
those that have higher academic entrance standards
(i.e., the country’s large research universities). This is

not always the case, however: the research-intensive
University of Alberta has high entrance standards
but a low completion rate, while Nipissing
University’s 83% completion rate rivals or even
surpasses that of some of the country’s most prestigious institutions.
Table 2.XII.1, like all completion data, needs to be
interpreted with some caution, and not only because
of the “synthetic” nature of the cohort being examined. Most notably, it is important not to assume that
the “dropout” rate is the inverse of the completion
rate, as many of those “non-completers” are simply
still in school and taking a longer period of time to
graduate. Because completion rates have to be
measured at a certain point in time (in this case, five
years after the start of the program), institutions
where students take longer to complete their studies
(e.g., institutions with large proportions of students
studying part-time) will appear to be doing worse
than institutions where students proceed quickly
through their studies, even if, over the long run, the
same proportions of students graduate.

Stop-Outs
“Stopping-out”—that is, leaving school for a term or
more and then returning to complete a degree—is
not all that uncommon. According to data from the
Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium, 19%
of undergraduate students in their graduating year
say they have interrupted their studies for one or
more terms before returning to complete a degree.
If this is true, and if the flow of stop-outs in and out
of the system is relatively constant, approximately
27,000 stop-outs, or 19% of graduates (see Chapter 6
section 3), occur every year.
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Table 2.XII.2 — Reasons for Interruption of Undergraduate Study Among Graduating Students in 2003
Reason
For employment

Proportion of Students
(n=11,224)
6%

To travel

4%

For financial reasons

3%

Due to illness

2%

For other family reasons

2%

Required to withdraw
by the university

2%

To have/raise children

2%

Other reasons

5%

Have not interrupted studies

81%

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium—Graduating
Note:

Respondents could provide more than one answer, therefore the second column totals more than 100%.

Table 2.XII.2 looks at reasons for stop-outs among
undergraduates. No one factor dominates as an
explanation for stop-outs. The most common reason
is “employment,” followed by “travel” and then
“financial reasons.” Most students who stop-out for
“employment” do not appear to be working for
financial reasons (given the option to specify that
they had left for financial reasons, a majority chose
not to) and are therefore presumably looking to gain
labour market experience.
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Chapter 3

Barriers to Access
and Participation
I. Introduction
enter colleges (which do not). Since academic marks
Chapter 2 looked at access in terms of how many
are positively correlated to socio-economic backpeople go to post-secondary education and who
ground, an increase in selectivity is bound to have
goes to post-secondary education. Chapter 3 will
a greater negative effect on youth from low-income
consider the barriers to post-secondary education
backgrounds than on those from more affluent
by looking at those who do not go to postbackgrounds.
secondary education and why they do not do so. We
Section IV looks at financial barriers, which
will also touch on some important policy options
appear to be the main barrier to entry for one-fifth to
available to governments wishing to improve postone-third of all youth who choose not to pursue
secondary education.
post-secondary education. While financial barriers
This chapter is somewhat different from the
are often considered to be of a single type, there are
others in this book in that it is primarily synthetic
in fact three different kinds: price
analysis rather than presentation of
constraints (i.e., the price of educaprimary data. It begins in Section II
In increasing order of
tion is considered too high for the
by looking at the results of recent
importance, the three
expected return), cash constraints
survey data on barriers to postkinds
of
barriers
are
(i.e., the price of education is
secondary education.
academic, financial and
considered reasonable, but the indiYouth who choose not to go on to
post-secondary education cite a informational/motivational. vidual does not have the financial
wherewithal to attend) and debt
variety of reasons for their decision,
aversion (i.e., the price is reasonable
which can be roughly categorized
and sufficient funding is available, but the individual
into three major “sets” of barriers. In increasing order
is unwilling to borrow). Recently published data
of importance, the three kinds of barriers are
suggest that neither debt aversion nor cash
academic, financial and informational/motivational.
constraints are the most important financial barrier.
Academic barriers, examined in Section III, are the
One might therefore conclude that price constraints
prime deterrent to post-secondary education
are the main financial barrier; however, evidence
for about 10% of youth who do not pursue
also exists which implies that price constraints are
studies beyond high school. They are a much more
not simply based on tuition per se but rather that
important deterrent for students attempting to enter
youth are unwilling to pay the “price” of foregone
universities (which have selective application
labour income in order to study.
procedures) than they are for those attempting to
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Section V looks at the largest set of causes of
post-secondary non-attendance: motivational/
informational barriers. Most surveys show that
about half of all youth who do not pursue postsecondary studies say that they are not interested in
doing so. These youth appear to come predominantly from lower-income backgrounds. They may

be uninterested in higher education in part because
of the extremely erroneous information lowerincome Canadians appear to have regarding the
costs and benefits of post-secondary studies.
The results of the various inquiries into the nature
of post-secondary barriers are summarized in
Section VI, the chapter’s conclusion.
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II. Survey Data on Barriers to Post-Secondary Education
There is a basic epistemological problem in looking
at “barriers” to post-secondary education. How can
one know what factor or combination of factors was
essential in an individual’s decision not to attend?
The simplest and most direct way to examine this
question is simply to ask people about their reasons,
as a number of recent Canadian studies have done.
This approach, while direct and easily understandable, is certainly open to criticism. In this kind of
survey, participants are liable to exaggerate or overemphasize socially desirable answers and minimize
or underemphasize socially unacceptable answers.
Results will therefore tend to overemphasize external barriers to attendance (e.g., “I didn’t go because
someone/thing else prevented me from going”) and
underemphasize internal barriers (e.g., “I didn’t go
because I wasn’t interested”). In addition, individuals
are sometimes unaware of the full range of choices
facing them and the forces that determine their
available opportunities. However, since no other
form of data is as easily obtainable, these “selfreports” are in practice the only option available to
researchers, and thus form the basis of the analysis
in this chapter.
In Canada, three major surveys have asked questions about non-pursuance of post-secondary
education: the School Leavers’ Survey/School Leavers’
Follow-up Survey (SLS/SLF), conducted in 1991 and
1995, respectively; the Youth in Transition Survey
(YITS), conducted in 2000; and the Post-Secondary
Education Participation Survey (PEPS), conducted in
2002. The YITS data are not precisely comparable to
the other two because the question about reasons
for non-participation was phrased differently, as
explained below.
Data on barriers to access from YITS are shown in
Table 3.II.1. For the purpose of examining barriers to
post-secondary education, the key in interpreting
YITS data is to focus on the third column of

Table 3.II.1, which breaks down responses for high
school graduates with no post-secondary experience. Fifty-one percent of these students reported a
barrier to receiving “as much education as they
wanted”—compared to 41% of students actually
enrolled in post-secondary education and 61% of
high-school dropouts. If we consider the obverse,
49% of all high school completers who do not go on
to post-secondary studies do not cite any barriers at
all to obtaining the desired amount of education.
This represents the largest category of non-attendees. We can infer that these individuals either do
not want to go on to post-secondary studies or they
feel that there is no barrier to going at a later date.
Regardless of educational status, financial barriers were the most commonly cited reason for not
being able to obtain as much education as desired.
Among those respondents who had completed
secondary school but were not continuing to postsecondary education, 36% stated that financial
barriers were the reason for not being able to get “as
much education as they wanted,” compared to 28%
of post-secondary students and 32% of secondary
school dropouts. This certainly indicates that “financial barriers” pose a greater obstacle to secondary
school graduates with no post-secondary experience
than to post-secondary students, but the difference
is not very large. Moreover, the fact that 32% of
secondary-school dropouts cite financial barriers
suggests that the term “financial barriers” may have
as much to do with the challenge of meeting the
basic costs of food and shelter and an acceptable
standard of living as it does with the cost of tuition.
Finally, YITS data indicate that approximately 7%
of high school graduates without post-secondary
experience perceive their low marks as a barrier to
getting “as much education as they want,” thus
making academic barriers the least important of the
three types of barrier.
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Table 3.II.1 — Proportion of Young Canadians Who Mentioned Facing Barriers to Achieving Desired Degree of
Education by Level of Education and Type of Barrier

Barrier
Financial situation

Educational Status (Proportion of Overall 18- to 20-Year-Old Population)
Secondary
PSE
Secondary
PSE
Secondary
PSE
dropouts
continuers graduates leavers
continuers
graduates,
(10%)
(45%)
(13%)
(4%)
no PSE (23%)
(5%)
Total
32%
25%
36%
28%
30%
36%
30%

Marks too low

5%

9%

7%

4%

3%

5%

5%

Not interested

7%

5%

4%

5%

3%

5%

15%

Want to stay close to home

<1%

<1%

1%

<1%

<1%

1%

<1%

Takes too long

4%

1%

3%

4%

2%

2%

3%

Want to work

9%

2%

3%

2%

2%

3%

3%

Caring for children

10%

2%

2%

1%

1%

2%

2%

Health

<1%

1%

1%

<1%

<1%

1%

<1%

Not sure what they want to do

<1%

1%

3%

1%

3%

2%

1%

9%

6%

5%

4%

4%

6%

6%

61%

43%

51%

41%

43%

50%

46%

Other
Total (all barriers) a

Source: Bowlby and McMullen, At a Crossroads: First Results for the 18- to 20-Year-Old Cohort of the Youth In Transition Survey.
Note:

a Respondents were allowed to give up to three answers. The total number of people reporting at least one barrier will therefore be

lower than the sum of individuals citing each individual barrier.

Two surveys held ten years apart, SLS and PEPS,
tell the same general story as YITS, but differ with
respect to some crucial details. In considering these
differences, it is necessary to understand how the
question regarding barriers to access was asked in
each study. YITS asked respondents whether certain
barriers would prevent them from getting “as much
education as they wanted,” while SLS and PEPS
asked about reasons for not pursuing post-secondary

education. In other words, YITS asked about
potential barriers at any time in the future; SLS and
PEPS asked about concrete barriers in the here and
now. In the latter scenario, the proportion of
students reporting financial barriers drops substantially, and the number reporting an academic barrier
rises. Figure 3.II.1 shows the results of the SLS and
PEPS surveys, which posed identical questions
regarding post-secondary non-attendance.

Figure 3.II.1 — Reasons for Not Pursuing Post-Secondary Studiesa
60%
1991
2002

50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
Money
Source:

Academics

Interest/Motivation

Other

Foley, Why Stop After High School?, and Finnie and Laporte, Student Loans and Access to Post-Secondary Education.
Reminder: a Various categories have been collapsed for ease of analysis. Readers wishing to see the disaggregated survey results may consult
the online data tables at www.millenniumscholarships.ca/en/research/factbook.htm.
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And in SLS, more than 40% reported that they
While SLS and PEPS generate very similar
preferred working, wanted time off from studying,
numbers regarding barriers to education despite
were unsure about what to do, or had no interest in
the ten-year gap between them, it is worth noting
post-secondary education. The consistency of these
the small decline in the percentage of respondents
results across time is noteworthy and strongly
citing financial barriers and the small rise in those
suggests that the most powerful reason preventing
citing academic barriers. This suggests, remarkably,
secondary school graduates from attending postthat after a decade in which the average cost of
secondary studies is a simple lack of
tuition in Canada more than
desire or interest.
doubled, financial barriers are less
Roughly half of the
It is not enough, however, to simply
important now than they were a
respondents
gave
answers
examine aggregate survey response
decade ago. This result needs to be
which implied that a lack data. Barriers often affect certain
viewed with some caution, however,
categories of young people—usually
as the age groups of the two studies
of interest or motivation
are not identical. SLS examined was the main reason for not those considered “low income” or
students in the 18- to 20-year-old
continuing their education. otherwise disadvantaged—more than
others. It is therefore necessary to
age bracket; the PEPS data preexplore how different barriers
sented above examined students in
affect youth of different backgrounds. Table 3.II.2
the 17- to 24-year-old age bracket. This distinction is
shows barriers to education by father’s education
significant, as it is known that reported barriers
level, which is a strong proxy for socio-economic
change as individuals get older. A PEPS sample made
status (SES).
up of 20- to 24-year-olds would show a lower
As Table 3.II.2 shows, neither financial nor
percentage of non-attendees citing academic
academic reasons appears to act disproportionately
barriers as a reason not to attend and a higher
as a barrier to low-SES students; differences between
proportion citing financial barriers (although this
high- and low-SES students with respect to these two
proportion is still lower than it was in the 1991 SLS).
barriers are not statistically significant. It should be
In all three surveys roughly half of the responborne in mind, however, that even though these
dents gave answers which implied that a lack of
factors are distributed fairly evenly across the noninterest or motivation was the main reason for not
post-secondary population, they still affect far more
continuing their education. Specifically, in YITS, 51%
low-SES youth than high-SES youth, because the
said that they saw no barrier to continuing. In PEPS,
former are far more likely than the latter to not
49% indicated that they were never interested,
pursue post-secondary studies.
preferred working, or would be attending next year.

Table 3.II.2 — Reasons for Not Pursuing Post-Secondary Education by Father’s Education Level for
18- to 20-Year-Old Students

Financial reasons

Less than Secondary
22.0%

Academic reasons

6.9%

5.4%

12.1%

6.3%

Interest/motivation reasons

51.2%

46.9%

48.2%

43.2%

Other reasons

20.0%

22.7%

20.9%

25.5%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Total
Source: Foley, Why Stop After High School?

Completed Secondary
24.9%

College/Trade
18.7%

University
25.0%
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Table 3.II.3—Reasons for Not Pursuing Post-Secondary Education by Father’s Education Level for 20- to
24-Year-Old Students
Less than Secondary
52.0%

Completed Secondary
39.0%

Financial reasons

16.4%

15.2%

23.2%

Academic reasons

8.7%

8.3%

14.5%

11.1%

58.5%

58.2%

37.5%

44.1%

Proportion not pursuing PSE

Interest/motivation reasons
Other reasons
Total

College/Trade
26.0%

University
13.0%

25.8%

16.5%

18.2%

24.8%

19.1%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Source: Finnie and Laporte, Student Loans and Access to Post-Secondary Education.

It should also be noted that is not clear whether
high- and low-income students are actually facing
the same constraints. As seen in Chapters 1 and 2,
youth from lower-SES backgrounds are more likely
to choose college than university. Since college is
both cheaper and less academically selective than
universities, it is likely that what these results really
show is that high- and low-SES students have equal
amounts of difficulty confronting different levels of
academic and financial barriers.
On the other hand, Table 3.II.2 shows that interest/motivation is correlated with income. In fact,
interest/motivation is the only type of barrier that
affects youth from lower-SES backgrounds proportionately more than youth from higher-income
backgrounds. Interest/motivation is therefore not
only the most significant barrier to post-secondary
education, but also the one most likely to affect
lower-SES students. Differences in post-secondary
participation rates across SES strata can therefore in
some measure be attributed to these basic differences in motivation. This result is consistent with
theories of access to post-secondary education that
view cultural capital as a determining factor.
The more recent data from PEPS, which examine
a slightly older sample of students, show a similar
result with respect to lack of interest/motivation and
academics, but a different result with respect to
financial barriers. This data set suggests, counter-

intuitively, that financial barriers are cited disproportionately as a barrier by high-SES non-attendees.
However, as noted above, there are considerably
fewer youth whose parents have post-secondary
education who do not attend post-secondary studies
themselves, so high-SES non-attendees make up
only a small proportion of all those citing financial
barriers. Nevertheless, the result is intriguing and
undermines the seemingly intuitive link between
low-income individuals and financial barriers.
It should be noted that the preceding discussion
of barriers assumes that lack of interest/motivation
is in fact a barrier. Not everyone would agree—many
would say that these people should be excluded
from the analysis since the term “barrier” should be
reserved for external factors affecting those who
have the desire to attend post-secondary education
in the first place. Given that roughly half of all
non-attendees cite non-interest as a reason for
non-attendance, if lack of motivation/interest were
discounted, the importance of each of the other
barriers would be roughly doubled. Such an
approach would be just as valid as the one
conducted here; however, given the socio-economic
profile of those non-attendees who cite lack of
interest as a reason for not attending post-secondary
education, this alternate approach would ignore the
one barrier that disproportionately affects lowincome youth.
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III. Academic Barriers
Depending upon which survey is consulted, academic
barriers are the prime deterrent to post-secondary
education for 7% to 17% of secondary school graduates. This barrier is likely more prevalent at the university level than at the college level, because all
universities have selective academic entrance
requirements, while the same is not true of colleges.
In eight provinces, colleges—a few exceptional
programs aside—are effectively open access institutions. In British Columbia and Alberta, this generalization does not hold as colleges are becoming
increasingly integrated with the university system and
hence are adopting some of their characteristics of
institutional selectivity.
Selectivity is a defining feature of universities, and
this is what makes the purchase of an education
different from the purchase of other goods. With most
goods, when there is an excess of demand over supply,
prices rise in order to ration supply. Universities, on
the other hand, do not ration places on the basis of
price, they do so on the basis of academic ability,
using secondary school grades as a proxy.
The extent of the problem can be observed partly
by simply examining statistics on university admissions. Selectivity has historically been a difficult
problem to examine from a methodological point
of view, however, because students apply to more
than one university (data from the Canadian
Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s Survey of First-

Year Students suggest that, on average, students
apply to three universities), and no reliable method
has been found to eliminate double-counting
of applications to multiple institutions. However,
the development of co-ordinated applicant data
processing in Ontario, Quebec and British Columbia
(which collectively represent over 75% of the
Canadian population) allows researchers to examine
the question of selectivity with greater accuracy. One
recent as-yet-unpublished study by Ken Snowdon of
Snowdon & Associates provides some fascinating
insights into the nature and severity of academic
barriers. Data from this study are presented in
Table 3.III.1.
Combining 2001 applicant and admission data
from Quebec, Ontario and British Columbia, the
Snowdon data show that nearly 13% of all Canadian
university applicants are not offered admission
based on academic selectivity. This likely understates the problem for two reasons. First, Quebec
has an extraordinarily open admissions policy
(graduation from CEGEP is technically sufficient for
admission), and a more complete national sample
would dilute the effect of Quebec’s 96% offer rate
and bring the average down toward Ontario’s level.
Second, these data only show the percentage of
students admitted to an institution; many students
are presumably admitted to an institution but
denied admission to their preferred program.

Table 3.III.1—Selectivity Indicators Based on 2001 Applications and Admissions Data for British Columbia,
Ontario and Quebeca
Cohort
Population Applications Offers as Enrolment Enrolment
Admission First-Year (BC–18; ON,
% of
as % of
as % of
as % of
Applicants
QC–19)
Offers
Enrolment
Population Applicants Applicants Population
12,878
9,985
7,547
56,460
23%
78%
59%
13%

B.C.
Ontario

51,750

4,960

49,008

160,228

36%

86%

85%

Quebec

26,097

25,050

20,959

96,197

27%

96%

80%

30%
22%

“Canada”

89,473

84,675

77,514

312,875

31%

87%

80%

25%

Source: Ken Snowdon, Applicant Data in Canada: Another Perspective on Access.
Note:

a More recent data are available and show nearly identical results, but 2001 is used here to avoid any data “noise” from Ontario’s
double cohort.
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Table 3.III.2 — Access to Post-Secondary Education Among 20- to 24-Year-Olds by High School Grades
Secondary
School Grades
90% or more

Total PSE
89.0%

College/Trade
18.5%

University
70.5%

80–89%

85.3%

30.4%

54.9%

70–79%

69.6%

44.7%

24.8%

60–69%

47.2%

38.9%

8.3%

50–59%

26.3%

15.4%

10.9%

Source: Finnie and Laporte, Student Loans and Access to Post-Secondary Education.

Formal rejection on the basis of academic
performance is surely only part of the problem,
however. People who apply to university are to a
considerable degree self-selecting; many others who
might want to go simply never apply because they
know (or fear) that they will be rejected. The extent of
this problem is largely unmeasurable. However, as
noted in Section 1.III, 50% to 60% of secondary
students in all years of secondary school say they
aspire to a university education. Yet according to the
data in Table 3.III.1, only 31% appear to actually
apply to a university program, which suggests that
between one-third and one-half of secondary
students with university aspirations do not apply to
university after their secondary-school studies.
While the precise explanation for this gap is
unknown, it would seem likely that self-selection on
the basis of academic grades is partly—or even
mostly—to blame.
There can be little doubt about the relationship
between high school marks and post-secondary
participation. Indeed, based on the data shown in
Table 3.III.2, the relationship between high school
marks and university access appears incontestable.
Students with grades of 90% or more are nearly twice
as likely as those with grades between 60% and 69%
to access post-secondary education in general and
over eight times as likely to enter university.
But who, precisely, suffers from these barriers?
Are academic barriers “neutral” in the sense that
they are equally likely to affect people from all SES
backgrounds, or are some groups more likely to

face academic barriers than others? Data suggest
that there are two sets of academic barriers in
Canada—one related to family income and one
related to geography.

Low Family Income
Data from the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) Program for
International Student Assessment (PISA), which
surveys 15-year-olds in a number of countries
around the world, show a significant positive
correlation between SES and reading ability in all
countries, as shown in Figure 3.III.1 (reading is not a
perfect indicator of academic achievement, but it is
a reasonable proxy). Canada’s correlation between
income and achievement is weaker than most (the
U.K., the U.S. and Germany are particularly dire on
this count, and France also lags behind Canada), but
there is still a considerable performance gap
between rich and poor. Wilms (2003) notes that
50 points on the PISA test are equivalent to about
one year of schooling. This means that the difference
in average achievement between 15-year-olds from
the top and bottom income quartiles within Canada
is equal to a little over one year of schooling.
Other studies also examine the relationship
between income and achievement. Ryan and Adams
(1999), using data from the National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth, show that in addition
to having significant direct effects that influence
performance, higher SES has several indirect
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effects as well, notably with respect to having more
stable family environments and more positive
parent-child relationships.
An important—and extremely delicate—question
arises at this point: why do students from lowincome families frequently do poorly in school?
There are two potential explanations:
• Low-income students, on average, receive a
poorer education because schools are worse
in low-income areas than in high-income areas
(the unequal school environment theory).
• Low-income students, on average, suffer from a
family environment that is unsupportive of
education—a by-product of economic insecurity
(the unequal environment theory, which is closely
related to cultural capital theory).
Both of these theories has its proponents and each
has data of varying quality to support it.
The unequal school environment theory has a
number of very powerful proponents, particularly in
the United States, where secondary school financing
is tremendously unequal and income groups are

more geographically segregated than is the norm in
other industrialized countries. Much of the work on
school improvement and school effectiveness results
from this line of argument. In particular, Adelman
(1999) has shown in the U.S. context that a student’s
secondary school curriculum is the best measure of
college preparedness and, in particular, that simply
finishing an advanced mathematics course at the
secondary level doubles the likelihood of finishing a
post-secondary degree. Standardized test scores and
grade point averages were found to be much weaker
predictors of later academic success. In Canada,
Cartwright and Allen (2002) found that “controlling
for individual socio-economic background and
community conditions, the most important ...
school factors [in explaining literacy scores] were
disciplinary climate, student behaviour, studentteacher ratios, teacher support, offering of extracurricular activities, and teacher specialization.”
The unequal environment theory—in effect,
cultural capital theory—also has its proponents.
This theory basically argues that, regardless of school
curriculum, children from low-income families live

Figure 3.III.1 — PISA Reading Proficiency by Family Socio-Economic Status in Selected Countries
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Source: CMEC’s 2003 Pan-Canadian Education Indicators.
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Figure 3.III.2 — PISA Reading Scores and University Admissions Cut-Offs by Province
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Source: CMEC’s 2003 Pan-Canadian Education Indicators, 2003 Maclean's university rankings and authors’ calculations.
Note:

a More recent data are available and show nearly identical results, but 2001 is used here to avoid any data “noise” from Ontario’s

double cohort.

in a difficult environment in which to succeed
academically. This argument suggests that effects
related to parental environment (e.g., the likelihood
of having books in the house, of being read to at an
early age) and community environment reinforce
the direct effects of low income. Cartwright and
Allen (2002) have clearly demonstrated that, in
Canada, community environment—in particular,
the presence in a community of well-educated
adults—has a strong effect on literacy performance
(which, of course, influences academic performance
and subsequent post-secondary attendance).
Since the relationship between academic
achievement and family income or socio-economic
status is clear, one would expect there to be a
negative relationship between SES and the likelihood of citing “academics” as a barrier to education.
Yet tables 3.II.2 and 3.II.3 do not show this; on the
contrary, there is no obvious relationship between
academic barriers and SES. This paradox can only be
explained if students from lower-SES backgrounds
are inherently less likely to want to go into a program
with high academic standards (i.e., university or
university-related college programs). In other words,
there is likely a self-selection problem at work here;

youth from low-income backgrounds should cite
academics more frequently as a barrier but don’t
because they have already lowered their aspirations
into a less academically-demanding stream.

Geography
Academic barriers to post-secondary education also
vary geographically, especially with respect to
opportunities at the university level. Simply put, it
requires more effort to get into university in some
parts of the country than others. Measuring such
differences is not always easy, however, particularly
because Canada has no nationally accepted marking
standard at the secondary level. One way to measure
the effect of geographic difference is to look at both
average PISA scores (which show the general level of
academic achievement in a province) and minimum
entrance standards at universities (which in theory
show the competitiveness of the entrance standards). These data are displayed in Figure 3.III.2. As
in Chapter 1, the percentage of the entering student
body with marks over 75% serves as an admittedly
imperfect proxy for minimum entrance standards
and thus for institutional selectivity.
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Holding marks and underlying reading ability
constant, universities appear to be considerably
more difficult to enter in Western Canada than in the
rest of the country, a fact which is presumably
related to the relative scarcity of university spots in
these two provinces. Alberta and B.C. have both the
highest general levels of academic achievement
(PISA scores) and the highest entrance requirement
standards (percentage of entering population with
entering marks above 75%). The three lowest scores
in both categories belong to Newfoundland and
Labrador, New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island.
Figure 3.III.2 also offers some intriguing insights
regarding the relative difficulty of secondary school
marking across provinces. Generally speaking, PISA
scores and institutional selectivity are positively
correlated—that is, in areas where overall academic
achievement is high, the grades necessary to get into
university are also high, as one would expect. More
interesting, however, are those cases where
entrances standards are different even though PISA
scores are similar. In particular, there seems no
obvious explanation as to why entrance requirements are significantly higher in Saskatchewan
(PISA score = 529) than in neighbouring Manitoba
(PISA score = 529) other than that high schools in
Saskatchewan mark more generously. Conversely,

it is difficult to see how universities in New
Brunswick (PISA score = 501) can have similar levels
of selectivity as those in Newfoundland and
Labrador (PISA score = 517) unless good marks are
easier to obtain in the former than the latter.
In the preceding discussion, the term “selectivity”
has been used as a way to denote the marks required
to obtain entrance to a post-secondary institution.
While not incorrect, such a definition is incomplete
and does not quite do justice to the phenomenon.
Selectivity is in part driven by the number of
available spaces relative to the demand for spaces.
As shown in Chapter 1, the demand for university
spaces—as measured by aspirations—is quite high
all across the country. Yet as shown in Section 2.VI,
there are considerable differences in university
participation rates across the country. The fundamental reason for these differences is not demand
(which is fairly consistent across the country), but
supply (which is not). Because institutions in effect
“ration” places by academic ability, a proper analysis
of geographic variation in academic barriers
therefore needs to take into account not only differences in general academic achievement and
minimum entrance standards but also in the supply
of university places. All of these factors are presented
in Table 3.III.3.

Table 3.III.3—Relative Academic Selectivity Scores by Province

AB

550

% Entering University
With Grades Over 75%
(b)
87.93

BC

538

97.79

12

4,384.25

ON

533

85.73

25

1,827.76

MA

529

79.61

18

2,339.65

SK

529

89.62

20

2,370.45

NS

521

83.28

30

1,446.30

NL

517

76.07

22

1,787.65

PE

517

70.36

19

1,914.53

NB

501

75.88

27

1,408.00

PISA
(a)

Participation Rate
(18- to 21-Year-Olds)a
(c)
15

Provincial Academic
Selectivity Score
([a*b]/c])
3,224.10

Source: CMEC’s 2003 Pan-Canadian Education Indicators, 2003 Maclean’s university rankings, Statistics Canada’s University Student
Information System and authors’ calculations.
Note:

a The participation rate is for 18- to 21-year-olds, except in Ontario, where it is for 19- to 22-year-olds. Nova Scotia’s participation

rate has been reduced by four points to adjust for the large proportion of out-of-province students.
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Curiously, the supply of university places is most
plentiful in Eastern Canada, where secondary school
achievement (as measured by PISA scores) is lowest,
and in shortest supply in Alberta and B.C., where
achievement is the highest. This imbalance between
potential demand and supply has some serious
consequences for access to universities in Alberta
and B.C.
Table 3.III.3 introduces a new pan-Canadian
measure of academic barriers to university—
the provincial selectivity score. An initial “student
achievement” score is derived by multiplying
two measures of student academic performance
(provincial PISA scores and the percentage of
students entering university with grades over 75%).
Provinces with high overall PISA marks and higher
required grades to get into university thus receive a
higher score. A “university opportunities” score is
then obtained by taking the provincial university
participation rate for the relevant age group. The
student achievement score is then divided by the
opportunities score to generate the provincial
selectivity score. A high score indicates more difficulty in obtaining a place, while a low score indicates
less difficulty in obtaining a place.

It should be emphasized that a province’s selectivity score is not a particularly useful number and
should be interpreted with care. Differences in the
magnitude of a provincial score are not directly
correlated to magnitudes of difficulty in getting into
university, because the number is driven to a considerable extent by the size of the system itself. For
example, B.C.’s score of 4,384 should not be taken as
meaning that it is three times more difficult to obtain
a university place in B.C. than it is in New Brunswick
or Nova Scotia (1,408 and 1,446, respectively), but it
does reflect the fact that there are more than twice as
many university places per capita in Nova Scotia and
New Brunswick as there are in B.C.
Generally speaking, Table 3.III.3 shows a continuum of difficulty in obtaining university places
across the country. At one extreme are New
Brunswick and Nova Scotia: these two provinces have
the lowest academic barriers to entry into university
because they have low student achievement scores
and many university places. At the other extreme are
B.C. and Alberta, which have both high student
achievement and a low number of student places.
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IV. Financial Barriers
averse to debt are necessarily deterred from entering
Although much of the literature on access to tertiary
post-secondary studies; many choose simply to
education refers to “financial barriers” as a single
work more than they otherwise would in order to
phenomenon, a closer inspection reveals that this
support their studies. However, those who face a
term covers three quite separate phenomena which,
cash constraint and cannot overcome this constraint
although conceptually distinct, nestle inside one
through recourse to the labour market can effectively
another like Russian dolls. The three phenomena are:
be deterred from pursuing post-secondary eduprice constraints, cash constraints and debt aversion.
cation because of their reluctance to resort to
Price constraints affect those who believe that the
borrowing. There is thus a tension between allevicost of an educational program is too high relative to
ating the cash constraint barrier and the debt
the benefit earned. In effect, people affected by price
aversion barrier. While the former clearly calls for
constraints have decided that investment in a course
loans as a solution to the financial barrier, it also
of studies is not likely to yield sufficient lifetime
creates a new barrier, for which grants (whether
returns (i.e., they don’t think it is “worth it”). It is
given “up-front” or as a form of loan remission) are
important to note that price constraints are not
the only solution.
necessarily solely based on tuition—the “price” of an
Both SLS and PEPS report that the percentage
education includes foregone income as well. As a
of secondary school graduates citing “financial
result, the price of education is much higher for
barriers” as the main reason for not currently pursuadults with workforce experience than for youth,
ing post-secondary education is
while males—who tend to do better
approximately 20%. In YITS, 36% of
in the labour market than females—
The
three
phenomena
high school graduates not enrolled
have lower post-secondary particithat make up
in post-secondary studies reported
pation rates than females. Tuition
financial
barriers
are:
that finances are one factor blocking
subsidies and student grants are
price constraints,
them—either now or in the future—
both examples of programs which
from getting “as much education
reduce price constraints.
cash constraints
as desired.” Ideally, it would be
For those who believe that a
and debt aversion.
possible to determine the extent of
course of tertiary education is a good
each of the three types of financial
investment (i.e., those who “pass”
barriers affecting Canadian students and whether
the price constraint barrier) there is a second level
or not these barriers affect people of varying socioof financial barrier to be considered: the cash
economic backgrounds differently. Unfortunately,
constraint. Some of those who wish to attend postfew surveys permit either a meaningful disaggregasecondary education simply cannot come up with
tion of the various financial issues or an examination
enough money to cover the costs. In principle, this a
of how the various issues affect students from
fairly easy barrier to overcome. The most efficient
different socio-economic backgrounds. Both SLS
way to ease cash constraints is through borrowing,
and YITS asked questions about “financial barriers”
which reduces one’s future income in order to
to post-secondary education, but respondents were
provide a greater income in the present. Student
not asked any further details regarding the nature of
loan programs are designed to alleviate cash
the barrier(s). Only PEPS allows for even a basic
constraints; student grant programs can also
disaggregation of data on financial barriers.
alleviate cash constraints, but at a much greater
Despite these information gaps, there is significost to the provider.
cant circumstantial evidence regarding the effects of
Unfortunately, an over-reliance on loans as a
each of the three types of barriers.
policy instrument can lead to the third and final
barrier: debt aversion. Not all students who are
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Price Constraints
The evidence to support the notion that price—that
is, tuition and foregone income—is a barrier to
access is, in an aggregate sense, slim to nonexistent.
As has been noted elsewhere (Junor and Usher
2002; Finnie 2003), a relationship cannot be found
between provincial tuition rates and provincial
participation rates (this is to say that there is neither
a negative nor a positive relationship between
aggregate enrolment and tuition). Over time, too,
aggregate enrolment has increased nationally in
tandem with rises in tuition, as seen in Figure 3.IV.1.
The results in Figure 3.IV.1 are not very surprising.
Enrolment is fundamentally a function of supply
rather than of demand, and to the extent that tuition
affects supply, one would expect a positive rather
than a negative correlation, assuming that an unmet
demand for university education exists. It is perhaps
more relevant to consider the relationship between
average tuition fees and reported financial barriers,
as shown in Figure 3.IV.2.
Figure 3.IV.2 shows that, rather surprisingly, the
percentage of high school graduates without post-

secondary experience citing “financial barriers” as
the reason for not furthering their education has
actually dropped four percentage points over the
same period that tuition doubled. There are several
possible explanations for this result: 1) financial
barriers are not primarily related to tuition levels;
2) improvements to student assistance over the past
ten years have more than cancelled out the effects of
tuition increases; or, 3) financial barriers are not
primarily price constraints but instead are either
cash constraints or debt aversion.
This analysis approaches the question of price
constraints from the perspective of aggregate
demand. The more important question, however, is
who is affected by price constraints. Unfortunately,
there are no available data that can shed light on this
question apart from the general observation, elaborated in Section 3.II, that low-SES youth generally
face more barriers than high-SES youth, but financial barriers do not appear to affect proportionately
more people from lower-income backgrounds than
from higher-income backgrounds. As with academic
barriers, this is likely a self-selection phenomenon;
youth from low SES backgrounds may be more likely

Figure 3.IV.1 — Tuition and Participation Rates From 1991 to 2003 (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Figure 3.IV.2 — Changes in Undergraduate Tuition and Reported Financial Barriers From 1991 to 2003
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to aspire to a college education than a university
education, which means that on average they would
face lower financial barriers than their higher-SES
counterparts.

Cash Constraints
Cash constraints are the most difficult of the three
barriers to examine due to the lack of relevant data.
While significant efforts have been made recently
to examine student income and expenditure
patterns, no historical data on student income exist
to permit a rigorous analysis of costs and resources.
What has been examined in some detail is the
relationship between tuition and student loan
maxima, which, although not exactly the same, is a
closely related issue.
There is no evidence to support the claim that
there is a cash constraint because students are
simply unable to get loans. In PEPS, only 0.1% of
high school graduates without post-secondary
experience said that their reason for non-attendance
was that they could not get a student loan. The
more important cash constraint, it would seem, is
whether or not a student can get an assistance
package of sufficient size to permit him or her to
engage in full-time studies.

Hemingway (2003) has looked at the decreasing
ability of student loans to meet rising student costs,
especially for students from rural areas who must
relocate in order to attend post-secondary education. This decrease in the purchasing power of
student loans has occurred because, in the nine
provinces where the Canada Student Loans Program
operates, tuition has risen steadily in recent years
while the maximum student loan level has remained
constant since 1994. In Quebec, the converse is
true: tuition has remained stable but maximum
assistance levels have risen with inflation. In both
Ontario and Nova Scotia, average tuition now takes
up more than half of the value of a student loan,
leaving less than $4,500 per year (or less than
$600 per month) to cover living expenses. The
erosion of the purchasing power of student loans is
shown in Figure 3.IV.3.
With respect to cash constraint analysis, Corak
et al (2003) studied data from the now-abandoned
Survey of Consumer Finances and noted that the
correlation between family income and university
attendance dropped dramatically at about the same
time that student assistance limits were raised
substantially in 1994. On this basis, Corak hypothesizes that an easing of cash constraints (an increase
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Figure 3.IV.3—Undergraduate Tuition as a Percentage of the Maximum Student Loan for Single Students without
Dependants from 1994 to 2003
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Source: Statistics Canada’s Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey; author’s calculations.

in student loans) reduces barriers to enrolment for
youth from low-income families. Corak also notes
that university access rates for youth from uppermiddle income ($75,000–100,000 per year) families
decreased in the mid-1990s. Since these students
tend not to have access to student loans, a corollary
of this argument is that rises in tuition will compromise access to education for those who have no
access to loans. However, because the timing of the
reduction in the correlation between family income
and university attendance does not correspond

exactly to the timing of the increase in student loans,
this hypothesis—while plausible—must still be
regarded as unproven.

Debt Aversion
There is an assumption in much of the student
financial assistance literature that young people
from low-income families are particularly affected
by an aversion to debt. Yet this assumption is not
actually supported by empirical data. In a 1995 Ekos

Figure 3.IV.4 — Correlation Between Tuition Fees and Post-Secondary Participation From 1984 to 1997
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Source: Corak et al, Family Income and Post-Secondary Participation.
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poll, low-income respondents were slightly more
likely than respondents from middle- and upperincome groups to answer “yes” to the following
question: “If you could, would you borrow money
in order to finance studies that would upgrade your
skills and lead to higher income?” There are two
reasons why this might be the case. First, lowincome families have greater difficulties than others
obtaining credit and therefore are less likely to refuse
credit when it is freely available (as is the case with
student loans). Second, a number of studies
(Lawrance 1991, Becker and Mulligan 1997, Shapiro
1997, Mayer 1997) examining individuals’ “time
preferences” (i.e., the premium they will pay for
having a good or service in the present rather than in
the future) have suggested that individuals’ time
horizons are shorter as income decreases. In
colloquial terms, this means that as income falls,
people are more likely to want “one in the hand”
rather than “two in the bush” and are thus more
concerned with obtaining goods or income in the
present than they are with the future trade-offs of
their actions. This again suggests that people from
low-income backgrounds may be more likely to take
on debt for educational purposes, not less.
PEPS has produced some interesting evidence on
the subject of debt aversion. Finnie and Laporte
(2003) have reported that among youth who did not
go on to post-secondary studies, 6.6% (about 2% of

Figure 3.IV.5 — Percentage of Post-Secondary Students
and Non-Attendees Reporting an Unwillingness
to Borrow
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Figure 3.IV.6 — Educational Status of Young
Canadians Saying They Are Unwilling to Borrow
Money for Their Education
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all survey respondents) said they did not go because
they were not willing to take out a student loan. A far
greater percentage of respondents who expressed an
aversion to debt actually did pursue post-secondary
studies (10.1% of these students, or about 7% of all
survey respondents, said they were unwilling to take
a loan). Among all those expressing an unwillingness
to take on debt, those who actually did attend postsecondary education therefore outnumber those
who had not attended post-secondary education by
factor of 3.5 to 1. These data are displayed in Figures
3.IV.5 and 3.IV.6.
The Finnie-Laporte evidence suggests that debt
aversion accounts for approximately one-third of all
reported financial barriers, and that 2% of all
Canadian youth are deterred from pursuing postsecondary education by debt aversion. Further
examination of the PEPS data reveals that this group
is divided more or less evenly between those who
refuse on principle to borrow anything for their
education and those who are simply concerned that
they would have to borrow too much. This suggests
that debt aversion is to a considerable extent a “first
dollar” problem and cannot be eliminated without
switching to an entirely grant-based system of
student assistance.
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V. Motivation/Interest Barriers
As noted in Section 3.II, the most frequently cited
reasons why secondary school graduates do not
continue to post-secondary education are related to
lack of interest or motivation. Unfortunately, existing
data cannot address the question of why individuals
lack interest in post-secondary studies. Is it perhaps
because it costs too much (a financial reason in
disguise?). Or because they do not enjoy spending
time in classrooms (a possible academic barrier
in disguise)?
It is therefore not clear how these motivational
reasons should be interpreted. After all, if one is not
interested in post-secondary education, can one
really say that there is a barrier to pursuing it? There
is a strong and credible case for saying no, or at least
for suggesting that some of the people grouped
under this barrier are misclassified. It is important
to note, however, that given the apparently disproportional effects of interest/motivation on lowincome students, removing them from the access
equation is essentially the same as saying that even
in a world without financial and academic barriers,
students from low-income families would be
under-represented in post-secondary education.
One set of non-academic, non-financial barriers
to education that has consistently been identified in
the literature regarding access to education are what
might be termed “informational” barriers. Broadly
speaking, informational barriers are those for which
the “rational” cost-benefit calculation regarding
post-secondary education commonly assumed in an
orthodox human capital model is distorted by one of
three factors:

• a faulty knowledge or understanding of real postsecondary costs and benefits (i.e., the individual’s
expectations about costs and benefits do not
reflect reality)
• differences in what people include in the costs and
benefits calculation (e.g., some people include
social costs, such as the psychological price of
leaving friends, family, etc., in their calculation of
costs)
• differences in the method of evaluating costs and
benefits (i.e., some people have higher “discount”
rates, placing a greater emphasis than economic
theory would predict on short-term costs and a
lesser emphasis on long-term benefits).
With respect to the first issue, faulty knowledge
or understanding of real post-secondary costs and
benefits, the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation has recently produced some significant
and troubling data. Public opinion research
conducted for the Foundation by Ipsos-Reid in the
summer of 2003 shows that the average Canadian
overestimates the cost of tuition and significantly
underestimates the benefits of a degree. Moreover,
the survey found that the extent of the misestimation varied inversely with income; that is,
low-income Canadians were both more likely to
misestimate the cost and the benefits of a university
education and to misestimate by a greater degree. In
fact, a substantial number of lower-income
Canadians appear to believe that university graduates make less than high school graduates. The
results of this survey are shown in Table 3.V.1.

Table 3.V.1 — Canadians’ Perceptions of University Costs and Benefits in 2003

Cost of tuition (annual)
Graduates’ average annual income

Average Reported Value
$7,774

Median Reported Value
$4,889

$42,389

Source: Ipsos-Reid’s Canadians’ Attitudes Towards Financing Post-Secondary Education.

$39,967

“True” Value
$3,737

$61,823
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In theory, this reported misestimation has serious
implications for access to education. According to
human capital theory, people decide to invest in
human capital when the benefits of doing so (i.e., the
financial returns) outweigh the costs (in this case,
tuition plus foregone income). With respect to
pursuing post-secondary studies, this human capital
equation is usually shown in a diagram such as the
one used in Figures 3.V.1, .2 and .3, with the assumption that an individual will choose to go to postsecondary education if the benefits (area A) are
greater than the costs (areas B and C).
Figure 3.V.1 shows the human capital equation
using the “true” values of university tuition and
average university graduates’ salaries. In this
instance, it is clear that university is a good investment for the average student, with a financial benefit
equal to almost 12 times the cost. However, when
one enters the data regarding perceived costs and
benefits, the equation changes considerably. Since
Canadians overestimate tuition and underestimate
benefits, the perceived lifetime benefits are barely
2.5 times the costs (see Figure 3.V.2). Among
low-income Canadians, this figure drops to a mere
1.6 times the cost (see Figure 3.V.3). Spread over
a working life of 30 years, this implies an annual
return of less than 2% per year, which is hardly a
fantastic investment. In short, based on low-income
Canadians’ own reported views of the costs and
benefits of a university education, their lack of interest in university education might be described as
completely rational.
While these results are interesting, their applicability may be limited, because the Ipsos-Reid
survey from which they are drawn surveyed a
random sample of all Canadians rather than a more
relevant sample of families with children finishing
secondary school. However, as Junor and Usher
(2002) have shown, much of the information
prospective students receive about post-secondary
education comes from family and friends. Hence, if
we know that low-income families in general are
badly informed about post-secondary education,
then it is likely that their children are similarly badly
informed, at least in relation to their wealthier peers.

However, as Wolf (2002) points out, not knowing
the specifics about educational choices doesn’t
prevent parents from making choices that are
generally rational. The same Ipsos-Reid study also
shows that when asked directly whether or not
university education is a “good investment,” over
90% of Canadians reply “yes,” with very little variation by income. This suggests that lower-income
Canadians understand that university graduates
have a certain valuable status within society, even if
they do not believe that this status is accompanied
by much in the way of monetary rewards. Finally,
while there is definite proof both that people misestimate costs and benefits and that misestimation
is inversely related to income, there is not yet
any direct evidence that this problem is a major
deterrent to the pursuit of education, despite the
theoretical argument that it is.
There is a considerable amount of literature in the
United States on the second informational barrier,
differences in what people include in the costs and
benefits calculation, but little or no data in the
Canadian context. The standard human capital
model suggests that costs are simply tuition and
foregone income. A more nuanced interpretation,
ably presented by Rasmussen (2003), suggests that for
some there are also psychological costs (e.g., being

Figure 3.V.1 — “True” University Cost-Benefit Analysis
$
A>B+C

A

B
Time
(years)

C
Income path bacc. grad
A = Financial Benefits = $843,000
Income path HS grad
B = Foregone Income = $60,000
C = Tuition = $15,000
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away from family and friends, confronting the
unknown), social costs (e.g., estrangement from
peers and feelings of abandonment in a new campus
culture), cultural costs (e.g., for minority students
attending institutions offering little understanding
of their own cultures and attitudes), physical costs
(e.g., stress incurred when moving to college for the
first time) and spiritual costs (incurred by exposure
to belief systems alien to one’s own). In short, when
post-secondary education challenges one’s personal
norms, the “cost” will be higher and therefore a
greater deterrent will exist. One may posit that these
costs will be higher among “first-generation”
students who have not had the benefit of informed
parental coaching and advice about post-secondary
studies. And since first-generation students tend to
be from low-SES families, this conceivably has an
important effect on the participation rates of lowincome students. While there is virtually no
Canadian data on this subject, this type of analysis
certainly accords with the educational experiences
of Canada’s Aboriginal Peoples (see Malataest 2003
for some of the most recent literature on Canadian
Aboriginal Peoples and post-secondary education).
Finally, there is the question of how differences in
the method of evaluating costs and benefits might
affect participation, once the “inputs” of cost and

benefit are determined (however discovered and
regardless of the accuracy). Manski (1991) in the
United States and Andres-Bellamy (1993) in Canada
have both cast doubt on the notion that high school
students deciding to go to post-secondary studies
are in fact “adolescent econometricians,” calculating
costs and benefits in a “rational” manner, taking into
account net present value, and so forth.
Methodologically, this is a very difficult question
to examine, and there are very little hard data on this
point in either Canada or the U.S. to provide clarification. Research from other fields of social science
can be of use, however. As noted in Section 3.IV,
some evidence suggests that people with low
incomes have different temporal preferences—that
is, they have a different investment “horizon”—than
people with higher, more stable incomes. While this
characteristic should make them less debt averse,
and hence more likely to borrow for their education,
it should also make them less likely to want to make
any investment whose return comes only in the long
term. Given that post-secondary education—and
particularly a university-level degree—is a good that
takes a considerable amount of time both to acquire
and to show a positive return on investment, this
necessarily acts as a deterrent to education for
lower-income Canadians.

Figure 3.V.2 — Perceived University Cost-Benefit
Analysis for All Canadians

Figure 3.V.3 — Perceived University Cost-Benefit
Analysis for Low-Income Canadians
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As this short tour of the related literature shows,
there is some evidence to show that background
characteristics have an effect on the assumptions
with which young people approach post-secondary
education, and there is a solid theoretical reason to
think that these may have an effect on access to
post-secondary studies. For the moment, however,
that is all there is. Direct evidence to link informational barriers to the problem of access among
low-income individuals is virtually non-existent,
largely because no major study has tried to explore
the issue directly.

Financial Barriers to Particular Programs
of Study
Given the rapid increase in fees in professional
programs, there has been an understandable
concern that higher fees have resulted in access to
these programs being increasingly restricted to the

children of the country’s elite. The only thorough
study of this issue to date is Dhalla et. al (2002),
which studies the change in the social composition
of first-year medical students over the 1990s. Dhalla’s
results clearly show that, on average, first-year
medical students now come from a more privileged
background than they did in 1990. However, these
same results also show that this trend was true both
at medical schools where tuition had increased
dramatically and those where it had remained
frozen; there was no statistically significant difference between the two. It is therefore difficult to
ascribe the increasingly “elite” nature of medical
schools to finances. In fact, the pattern of change is
more consistent with an explanation based on
academic barriers. As demand increased for a
limited supply of medical school spaces, academic
requirements rose and (for reasons described above
in section 3.III) this will usually tend to benefit those
from higher-income backgrounds.
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VI. Conclusion
their lives, their horizons are limited by the lifestyle
In the first three chapters of the book, we have
and values they observe as a child. As a result, lowerexamined how people make decisions about their
income youth may simply not see post-secondary
education, looked at who actually goes to posteducation as a choice—not because of the cost,
secondary education and considered the evidence
perceived cost, or their academic ability, but simply
regarding various barriers to education. What, in sum,
because it is not part of their worldview.
can be concluded from this mass of data and analysis
An extension of this argument may also help to
about access to education and barriers thereto?
clarify our other counter-intuitive observations; that
Canada has a very open and accessible system
long before financial issues come into the picture,
of post-secondary education. Canada’s community
low-income youth either self-select
colleges, in particular, are highly
out of post-secondary education
egalitarian institutions. Women and
The main problems in access
altogether or begin to opt for
students with disabilities appear
appear to occur at the
the version of post-secondary
to be over-represented among
university
level
and
relate
education that is less academically
Canadian post-secondary students.
mostly to Aboriginal Peoples demanding (i.e., non-universityThe main problems in access
related college programs). This
appear to occur at the university
and students from lowlevel and relate mostly to Aboriginal
income families, who attend self-selection process, as we saw in
Chapter 1, appears to take place
students and students from lowuniversity at much lower
primarily based on secondary
income families, who attend unirates than more affluent,
school marks. If this is true, then
versity at much lower rates than
non-Aboriginal youth.
perhaps the best way to look at
more affluent, non-Aboriginal youth.
access barriers is not through a
In this chapter, we have made a
prism of family income but one of high school
number of counter-intuitive observations:
marks (a measure which overlaps considerably—but
• Despite the fact that access problems primarily
not entirely—with income). Table 3.VI.1 shows how
affect the poor, the reasons why these youth are
secondary school achievement affects barriers to
systematically under-represented do not appear
post-secondary education.
to be primarily financial in nature.
A key to understanding problems of access to
• Financial barriers, in relative terms, appear to be
post-secondary education is to understand that
more of a barrier to high-income non-attendees
there are two very separate systems of post-secondary
than low-income non-attendees (nevertheless, in
education in Canada—i.e., universities (which for
absolute terms there are considerably more of the
the purpose of this analysis included universitylatter than the former).
bound CEGEP-students and university-related
programs at Alberta and B.C. colleges) and commu• Academic barriers do not appear to be more
nity colleges—which cater to two very different
prevalent among the poor than the rich, even
clienteles. Youth with higher secondary school marks
though there is a strong positive relationship
are more likely to come from higher income strata
between marks and family income.
while those with lower marks are more likely to come
We have also seen, perhaps less surprisingly, that
from lower income strata. The former tend to desire a
young people from low-income backgrounds are
university education, and the latter tend to desire a
simply less likely to want to pursue post-secondary
college education. These two groups do not compete
education for reasons that may have to do with inadagainst each other for access to post-secondary
equate information but which are, for the moment,
spaces. They are, in effect, in two separate “markets.”
unknown. The explanation may simply relate to
cultural capital—while most people strive to better
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Table 3.VI.1—Barriers to Education Based on Secondary School Marks
Youth With High
Secondary School Marks

Youth with Low
Secondary School Marks

Income bracket

Predominantly above average

Predominantly average or
below average

Level of parental education

Predominantly above average

Predominantly near average

Desired education

University (includes university-bound
CEGEP programs, and university-stream
programs in AB and BC colleges)

College

Level of selectivity faced

High

Low

Cost per year of study

$4,500

$1,600

Number of years of study

4

2

Likelihood of moving away from home

Moderate

Low

Foregone income (@$15K/yr)

$60,000

$30,000

People in these two education markets face two
very different sets of barriers. Those with high marks
and who want to go to university have higher tuition
costs (both in cost per year and length of program),
higher overall cost (e.g., they are likelier to have to
move to attend their institution of choice), higher
foregone income and face greater academic selectivity than low academic achievers who want to go to
college. This sounds daunting, but since high
academic achievers tend, on average, to come from
higher-income families and have access to more
financial and cultural capital, they are well equipped
to face these barriers.
Those with lower secondary school marks, on the
other hand, face lower barriers in terms of cost,
distance to institution and academic selectivity. This
should mean that they are more successful in reaching their academic goals, but lower average levels of
financial resources and cultural capital mean that
this is not always true. The reason that the “barrier”
levels for high- and low-SES students is not that they
are equally capable of overcoming the same barriers,
but rather that they are equally capable of overcoming different barriers. The relatively surprising results
with respect to financial barriers is therefore not
because so many low-income students are capable
of paying for university; it is because so many lowincome students self-select out of the university
stream for non-financial reasons.

This prism on access provided in Table 3.VI.1
offers insight into most of the basic inequalities in
access in Canadian post-secondary education. It
also highlights some difficult public policy challenges for people interested in improving access to
education for low-income students. From a policy
perspective, it is not clear that student assistance or
tuition policies alone can do very much to change
this basic differences between those with high
secondary marks and low secondary marks, and
hence these methods are unlikely to change the
underlying demand for university education, which
is where the real inequality lies.
Financial assistance programs are very good
at helping people overcome financial barriers, which
are significant at the university level. They are also
very good at ensuring that high academic achievers
can meet the higher financial burden required to
obtain the university education they desire.
However, unless more low-income youth become
high academic achievers and start to desire a university education, the effectiveness of financial policies
to favour access to university will be limited.
Conversely, if government policies to improve
academic achievement among students from lowerincome backgrounds prove successful, student
financial assistance will increase in importance, as
universities will have a larger and needier clientele
to assist.

Chapter 4

Costs and Resources
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Costs and Resources
I. Introduction
In any discussion about access to education, student
finances must obviously be considered. The affordability of a student’s education is dependent on both
the direct costs (such as tuition, ancillary fees and
mandatory supplies) and the indirect costs (living
expenses such as housing and childcare). It also
depends upon a student’s resources, which come
primarily from labour income, transfers from
parents and family, and various forms of borrowing.
This chapter looks at both students’ costs and
resources, and, while it does not offer any definite
conclusions about the affordability of postsecondary education, provides a significant amount
of information about student income, expenditures
and living conditions.

Figure 4.I.1 — Total Academic Year Expenditures
by Type

24%

38%

Education Costs
Housing
Transportation
Food
Other
Total
Academic-Year
Expenditures:
$11,323

15%
11%

12%

Source: Ekos Research’s Making Ends Meet.

Student Expenditures
The best examination of student spending patterns
to date is Ekos Research’s Making Ends Meet, which
was the first report to use data from the 2001–02
Student Income-Expenditure Survey, conducted
by Ekos on behalf of the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation. Figure 4.I.1 shows the
average distribution of costs among all students,
according to this survey.
Among all students, education costs (i.e., tuition
and fees, as well as direct educational costs such as
books) comprise 24% of total expenditures. These
costs are examined in more detail in Section II
(tuition fees), Section III (ancillary fees), Section IV
(textbook costs) and Section V (mandatory supply
and equipment costs). After a brief levelling off at the
turn of the decade, tuition fees have once again
started rising at a rate considerably faster than the

rate of inflation. This is particularly true of certain
professional programs, which in many jurisdictions
are now deregulated. In addition, many professional
programs have high mandatory supply and equipment costs; the results of a new survey on the costs of
mandatory supplies and equipment in select professional programs at universities across the country
show that these costs can actually exceed the cost of
tuition in some disciplines and/or universities.
Housing costs are dealt with in Section VI. Roughly
half of all students live with their parents, and these
students incur few, if any, housing costs. For the
other half of the student body, housing costs are at
least as high as tuition costs. However, housing costs
vary enormously across the country by community
(although on-campus housing shows less regional
variation in rental prices).
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Just as housing costs vary substantially between
those who live with their parents and those who do
not, transportation costs vary substantially between
those who have cars and those who do not (over 40%
of students interviewed for the 2001–02 Student
Income-Expenditure Survey indicated that they had a
car). Data on public and private transportation costs
are presented in Section VIII.
Other costs include childcare costs (Section VII),
and miscellaneous costs (Section IX), including
food. These other costs make up nearly 40% of all
student expenses.

Student Income
Costs are only one side of the affordability equation;
it is equally important to examine students’ available
resources. Figure 4.I.2 shows the aggregate distribution of income among all students, according to the
Ekos survey.
By far the most important source of student
income is employment, which is examined in Section
XI of this chapter. In addition to presenting data on
employment status, hours worked and income, this

Figure 4.I.2 — Sources of Student Income
14%
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40%
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Source: Ekos Research’s Making Ends Meet.
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section also examines the impact of student employment on patterns of study and academic results.
New data relating to the distribution of employment
income among certain key demographic groups
(i.e., Aboriginal students, students with children and
students with disabilities) are also presented.
Section X looks at family contributions. Although
these are roughly as common in terms of incidence
as parental contributions, they are, on average,
smaller in terms of value. Roughly two-thirds of all
family assistance comes from parents; the balance
comes in equal proportions from spouses, other
family members, or both.
Student assistance programs—both loans and
grants—are the subject of Section XII. Contrary to
common belief, student income from government
loans has been declining sharply over the past seven
years. The reasons for this decline will be examined
in the section. The average government student
assistance grant has decreased in size as well,
although the number of grants available has more
than doubled in the past six years.
In addition to these three primary sources of
income, there are a number of miscellaneous types
of income. Some of these are repayable forms of
assistance, such as private bank loans and loans
from families. Some are non-repayable forms of
income: e.g., scholarships, investment and pension
income, and money from special sources such as
First Nations band funding and grants for students
with disabilities. All of these sources of income are
examined in Section XIII.
Finally, it is worth remembering that perception is
at least as important as reality in terms of policy
development. Section XIV is therefore devoted to
students’ perceptions of their financial situation.
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II. Tuition Fees
One of the most discussed and debated subjects in
Canadian education is that of rising post-secondary
tuition costs. The basic trend in university tuition
for full-time students is fairly simple. Nationally,
during the 1980s real tuition levels were basically
stagnant at about $1,800 (in 2003 real dollars) for
both graduate and undergraduate students. In 1990,
the situation began to change when the province
of Quebec—which had frozen tuition fees since
the 1960s—announced a tuition increase of approximately 130% over two years. While Quebec froze
its fees again shortly thereafter, tuition in other
jurisdictions continued to rise throughout most of
the 1990s. Between 1989–90 and 1997–98, undergraduate tuition doubled. Outside Quebec, tuition
has continued to rise since then, albeit at a more
moderate pace.
Since governments tend to pursue similar tuition
policies in both the college and university sectors,
the story in the college sector is almost identical
to that in the university sector. The only major
difference is that Quebec essentially kept its college
system free for users throughout the period in
question. As a result, the gap between average
college and university fees increased in absolute

dollars, although the ratio of annual costs has
remained more or less constant at 2 to 1.
The driving force behind tuition growth is not a
mystery. At the start of the 1990s, all institutions were
heavily reliant on transfers from provincial governments for their operating funds. This left them
vulnerable to the cuts in government revenue that
occurred as part of a general program of fiscal tightening during the 1990s. Even after government
finances improved, increased labour costs and
higher student enrolment meant that institutions
required increased revenue sources to prevent a
decline in the quality of education offered. This
search for new revenue sources inevitably included
fee-paying students.
Towards the end of the 1990s, the rate of tuition
increases in core disciplines began to slow. In real
dollars, tuition for core arts and sciences programs
did not increase at all between 1998 and 2002. The
small increase in average national tuition in the past
year is due almost entirely to a major policy shift in
British Columbia. Tuition growth in graduate studies
and professional programs, however, has continued
unabated. Until the mid-1990s, graduate and undergraduate students were paying roughly the same

Figure 4.II.1 — Canadian Tuition Rates From 1989 to 2004 (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey and the Manitoba Council on Post-Secondary Education.
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Figure 4.II.2 — Undergraduate Tuition Rates From 1989–90 to 2003–04 (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey.

average tuition—but in 2003–04, the national
average for undergraduate tuition was $4,025,
compared to $5,199 for graduate tuition.1
The recent slowing of tuition increases is a result
of deliberate government policy. In Quebec, a tuition
freeze has been in place for Quebec residents since
the start of the 1995–96 academic year. Prince
Edward Island, Manitoba, and Newfoundland and
Labrador have all in effect had tuition freezes in
place for the past five years, and the latter two
provinces have also introduced tuition roll-backs
of 10% and 25%, respectively. Ontario, which has
the country’s largest student population and has a
major effect on the national average, has limited
undergraduate tuition increases to 2% per year
since 1999–2000 (and has recently announced a
two-year freeze on tuition for 2004–05 and 2005–06).
B.C. maintained a seven-year tuition freeze from
1994–95, followed by a 5% roll-back for the 2001–02
academic year; a subsequent change of government
resulted in a policy U-turn which caused undergraduate tuition to climb by 56% in two years.

1.

Alberta, Saskatchewan, Nova Scotia and New
Brunswick are therefore the only jurisdictions in
which annual tuition increases have been both
significant and regular over the past five years.
Broadly speaking, the tuition trends observed in
the university sector over the past 20 years were also
evident at the community college level. However,
data on college tuition are not as reliable as data on
university tuition, because Statistics Canada does
not publish or even collect data on the subject. The
best available data on the subject, displayed in
Figure 4.II.3, come from a survey conducted by the
Manitoba Council on Post-Secondary Education.
Increases in tuition have in some instances been
much more dramatic in the college sector than in the
university sector. For instance, tuition in Alberta
colleges has nearly quadrupled since 1990. In New
Brunswick, tuition tripled in the space of four years,
from $938 in 1995–96 to $2,645 in 1999–2000.
The annual Manitoba survey of college fees on
which Figure 4.II.3 is based (which, in the absence
of any Statistics Canada tracking of the subject,

“Undergraduate” tuition is the weighted average across all institutions of tuition fees from the faculties of agriculture, architecture, arts, commerce,
dentistry, education, engineering, household science, law, medicine, music and science.
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Figure 4.II.3 — College Tuition Rates in 1990–1991 and 2003–04 (in Real 2003 Dollars)a
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Source: Manitoba Council on Post-Secondary Education.
Note:

aQuebec

CA
(exQuebec)

is not shown since the CEGEP system does not charge tuition for Quebec residents.

is the only “national” survey available) records
“average” college tuition based on reports from
provincial governments. A closer examination of
college tuition fees reveals that these “averages” are
in fact probably the “mode” (i.e., the most frequently
charged) tuition fee. Most institutions offer a
selection of courses for which annual tuition is
considerably higher than the mode tuition.
Unfortunately, no enrolment data are available in
order to accurately weight tuition to include both the
cheap “mode” courses and the more expensive ones.
In other words, Figure 4.II.3 likely understates

college tuition somewhat, but it is impossible to
know by how much.
Figures 4.II.1 and .2 showed a major slowing in the
rate of tuition increases at the end of the 1990s.
While this was true for the main undergraduate
programs which account for the vast majority of
students, the opposite was true for tuition in professional programs. Tuition fees for these programs are
steadily being deregulated across the country
(except in Ontario, where fees have recently been
re-regulated, although not reduced). While professional and non-direct-entry programs have

Figure 4.II.4 — Tuition Rates for Selected Programs From 1989 to 2004 (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Figure 4.II.5 — Dentistry Tuition Fees From 1989 to 2004 (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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always tended to have higher tuition fees than “core”
faculties such as arts, the gap in tuition rates grew
enormously during the latter half of the 1990s,
particularly for dentistry and medicine. Students in
some of these programs are now being asked to
pay two or three times the average tuition fees for
an undergraduate arts or education student.
Figure 4.II.4 shows the changes in tuition rates for
selected undergraduate programs.
The national averages for each program or field of
study mask substantial variations in fees at the
provincial and institutional levels. The national
tuition averages for dentistry, medicine and law
would be considerably higher were it not for the
tuition freezes covering all disciplines in Quebec
since the early 1990s.
Figure 4.II.5 shows provincial tuition averages
for dentistry. For the last several years there have
been strong, steady increases in tuition in Ontario
(and, to a lesser extent, Alberta). In contrast to the
situation in other undergraduate fields, Nova Scotia
has maintained relatively low tuition rates compared
to other jurisdictions. Saskatchewan dentistry
students’ tuition costs tripled in 1998 after a policy
change at the University of Saskatchewan. The

University of Saskatchewan recently raised fees
again by 50%, to just over $30,000 per year; however,
15 of the 40 student spaces are reserved exclusively
for Saskatchewan students, each of whom receive a
bursary of $18,000 per year. In net terms, therefore,
Saskatchewan has a $30,000 out-of-province fee and
a lower in-province fee, and the average real rate of
tuition is somewhat lower than that portrayed in
Figure 4.II.5.
Tuition rises in the faculty of medicine (Figure 4.II.6)
have been steadier than those in dentistry—growth,
while substantial, is not punctuated by sharp increases
in specific years. Growth has been strongest in
Ontario, where tuition has tripled in the past six
years. Also, B.C. has seen very significant increases
since 2001–02, with fees more than doubling in
only two years. Alberta, Manitoba, Quebec, and
Newfoundland and Labrador have essentially had
freezes on medical tuition for the past several years.
Provincial tuition averages for law students do not
vary as much as they do for students in medicine
and dentistry. Basically, tuition rates for law follow
the same pattern as tuition rates for arts programs.
Specifically, most provinces are close to the national
average, while B.C. and Quebec are significantly
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Figure 4.II.6 — Medicine Tuition Fees From 1989 to 2004 (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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below the average and Nova Scotia and Ontario
are significantly higher. As is also the case for
medicine, Ontario universities have led the way in
tuition increases for law programs. Sharp increases
have recently occurred in both Alberta and B.C.
Figure 4.II.7 shows the provincial tuition averages for
law faculties across the country.
While the average tuition rates for professional
programs may seem startling, it is important to keep
in mind that their overall impact on access to post-

secondary education is relatively minimal. Students
in law, medicine and dentistry together account
for less than 3% of all university students in Canada
and, moreover, are frequently eligible for very large
need-based institutional assistance. Large tuition fee
increases in these fields are therefore unlikely to
have a major impact on the affordability of postsecondary studies for university students as a
whole—but they may have a major impact on the
perception of affordability.

Figure 4.II.7 — Law Tuition Fees from 1989 to 2004 (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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III. Ancillary Fees
the significant variation in the number and types
Ancillary fees are generally defined as any mandatory
of ancillary fees paid by full-time students at each
and/or universal fee levied by an institution that is
institution, Statistics Canada only tracks the highest
not part of the basic tuition charge. These include
and lowest fees paid by students.
fees for athletics, health services, student associaAs a rule of thumb, ancillary fees are between 10%
tions, information technology and other fees directly
and 15% of tuition costs at colleges and universities.
levied by the institution. They do not include student
Students from low-cost university faculties such as
fees that are course- or activity-specific (such as
arts or education tend to pay lower fees than their
lab fees, field trip costs, course supplies and equipcounterparts in professional and graduate programs
ment), as these do not meet the “mandatory and/or
(e.g., dentistry, medicine). The same
universal” criterion.
appears to be true at Canadian
Like tuition, ancillary fees have
As
a
rule
of
thumb,
colleges—for instance, students in
grown substantially across the
ancillary fees are between programs such as digital arts and
country in recent years as institutions try to create new revenue
10% and 15% of tuition costs dental hygiene tend to pay higher
streams in order to meet rising costs.
at colleges and universities. fees than students in early childhood education, public relations
Unlike tuition, however, the student
and so on.
body has some control over the level
Figure 4.III.1 shows the trends in the average
of certain ancillary fees, since many of them (e.g.,
lower and upper range of ancillary fees at Canadian
student association fees, student health and dental
universities. Both the lower and upper range of
insurance plans, universal bus passes) are initiated by
fees increased by over 90% in the past decade. The
students and help to fund student-run organizations.
majority of these increases, however, have come in
Data in this section come from Statistics Canada,
the past five years as the content of ancillary fees
which tracks ancillary fees at universities across
expands. As noted earlier, the higher value tends to
Canada, and the Canada Millennium Scholarship
be paid by students in professional and graduate
Foundation’s 2003 College Student Fee Survey. Due to

Figure 4.III.1 — Average University Ancillary Fee Ranges in Canada (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Figure 4.III.2 — College Ancillary Fee Ranges in
Canada (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Fee Survey.

programs. As such, the trend shown here parallels the
overall trend in tuition: charges at professional
schools such as dentistry and medicine tend to be
increasing much faster than charges in other faculties.
The ancillary fee structure at Canadian colleges
is not completely comparable to that of universities,
nor is it tracked by Statistics Canada. College

students are required to pay athletic, recreation
and student association fees; however, these are
often substantially lower than those paid by their
university counterparts. There are two main reasons
for this difference. First, college ancillary fees are
more varied by program and academic stream
(e.g., university transfer, upgrading) than those at
universities. Second, few college student associations offer their student body services such as
health, dental or transit plans—these plans are often
expensive, and their absence helps explain the lower
fees at colleges.
As is the case for universities, ancillary fees
increased over the past decade at Canadian colleges.
In real dollars, the lower range of fees increased by
66% and the upper range increased by 75%. Figure
4.III.2 shows the ancillary fee range changes at
Canadian colleges during the past decade.
While ancillary fees can vary by province, it is
generally true that they represent a significant
proportion of all mandatory fees, including tuition.
This is definitely the case in Quebec, where a
decade-long tuition freeze means that ancillary
fees now make up over 26% of the overall mandatory
fee at universities. The national average for ancillary

Figure 4.III.3 — University Undergraduate Tuition and Additional Fees by Province in 2003–04
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fees is 14% of the cost of tuition. Figure 4.III.3
displays combined university undergraduate
tuition and ancillary fees by province.
As shown in Figure 4.III.4, ancillary fees in
colleges represent the same percentage of the overall
mandatory fee as they do in universities—i.e., 14%.
Unfortunately, data limitations on college enrolment
do not allow for a proper weighting to be done, and
an accurate college provincial fee calculation is
therefore not possible. However, in Quebec, the
ancillary fee is the only mandatory institution fee
paid by students.
Canadian universities display significant variation
in both the median level and the ranges of their
ancillary fees. Students can pay anywhere from
$122 to $1,518, depending on their institution and
program; even within the same institution, ancillary
fee rates can vary by as much as $1,400. At some
institutions, ancillary fees represent only a small
proportion of tuition fees (e.g., Brandon University
and Memorial University), while at others,
ancillary fees may amount to over half of tuition
(e.g., Concordia University and McGill University).

Figure 4.III.4 — National College Tuition and
Additional Fees in 2003–04

14%

Tuition
Fees

86%

Source: 2003 Council on Post-Secondary Education and the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2003 College Fee Survey.

Unfortunately, data limitations do not allow for a
full institutional ancillary fee comparison at the
college level. Table 4.III.1 shows the lower and upper
ranges for ancillary fees at Canadian universities
in 2003–04.
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Table 4.III.1 — Lower and Upper Ranges for Ancillary Fees at Canadian Universities in 2003–04
Tuition Fees Ancillary Fees as
Lower Range Higher Range Fee Midpointa (Faculty of Arts) a % of Tuition
Institution
Memorial University of Newfoundland
$416
$484
$450
$2,550
18%

University of Prince Edward Island
Acadia University
Mount St. Vincent University
St. Mary’s University
Dalhousie University
St. Francis Xavier University
Université de Moncton
University of New Brunswick
St. Thomas University
Mount Allison University
Bishop’s University
Université Laval
McGill University
Université de Montréal
Université de Sherbrooke
Université de Québec
Concordia University
Brock University
Carleton University
Guelph University
Lakehead University
Laurentian University
McMaster University
Nipissing University
University of Ottawa
Queen’s University
Ryerson University
University of Toronto
Trent University
University of Waterloo
University of Western Ontario
Wilfred Laurier University
University of Windsor
York University
Brandon University
University of Manitoba
University of Winnipeg
University of Regina
University of Saskatchewan
University of Alberta
University of Calgary
University of Lethbridge
University of British Columbia
University of Northern
British Columbia
Simon Fraser University
University of Victoria

$134

$289

$313
$1,037
$390
$256
$747
$914
$122
$518

$368
$1,518
$440
$276
$821
$1,049
$485
$603

$261
$667

$264
$936

$592
$725

$674
$813

$213

$1,479

$444
$598
$846

$659
$822
$1,018

$317

$881

$630
$383

$892
$498

$576

$859

Source: Statistics Canada’s Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey.
Note:

a In many institutions, there exists only one single fee.

$468
$356
$608
$212
$478
$574
$405
$321
$114
$187
$763
$341
$1,278
$415
$266
$784
$982
$304
$561
$753
$423
$263
$802
$747
$633
$769
$485
$846
$820
$406
$824
$552
$710
$932
$327
$599
$344
$761
$441
$473
$549
$846
$719
$596

$4,110
$7,012
$4,850
$4,945
$5,220
$5,310
$4,126
$4,510
$3,695
$5,360
$1,668
$1,668
$1,668
$1,668
$1,668
$1,668
$1,680
$4,184
$4,152
$4,184
$4,140
$4,184
$4,133
$3,950
$4,163
$4,193
$4,262
$4,184
$4,184
$4,194
$4,140
$4,184
$4,084
$4,181
$2,730
$2,700
$2,786
$3,890
$4,356
$4,309
$4,380
$3,730
$3,459
$3,663

11%
5%
13%
4%
9%
11%
10%
7%
3%
3%
46%
20%
77%
25%
16%
47%
58%
7%
14%
18%
10%
6%
19%
19%
15%
18%
11%
20%
20%
10%
20%
13%
17%
22%
12%
22%
12%
20%
10%
11%
13%
23%
21%
16%

$463
$463

$3,711
$3,635

12%
13%
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IV. Textbooks
In addition to tuition fees and ancillary fees,
students are also required to purchase textbooks for
their studies. These costs can vary widely from
institution to institution and from discipline to
discipline, and in most cases depend on the specific
combination of classes chosen. Students can also
reduce their textbook costs by buying used textbooks
(if they are available), sharing textbooks or using
versions on reserve at the library. In some cases,
professors eschew the use of textbooks in favour of
“coursepacks” (bound compilations of articles
and/or short monographs).
There is no systematic collection of administrative data on the cost of textbooks. Nor has any
survey asked students specifically about the cost of
textbook purchases. The best evidence currently
available concerning the cost of textbooks is found
in a survey conducted by the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation in the summer of 2003,
which took a “basket of goods” approach to
measuring textbook costs.
The textbook study collected information on
required textbook costs in over 1,000 courses at
Canadian universities. The study covered 18 universities (at least one per province), four faculties
(arts, science, engineering and commerce/business
administration) and, within each faculty, five
departments or programs were chosen.2 In each
department or program at each institution, five oneterm courses representing a balance of required and
elective courses across all years of undergraduate
study were chosen at random. The cost of required
textbooks in each of these courses was then
determined either by checking the bookstore Web
site or through on-site visits to each institution. The
result is therefore an average of the costs of required
textbooks, and hence a reflection of expected
expenditure by students, rather than a detailed
listing of what students actually spend.
Table 4.IV.1 shows the highlights of the aggregate
data from the Foundation’s survey. The table makes
clear that there is significant variation in the costs of
required reading between disciplines. However, most
courses of study appear to fall in or near the range of

2.

Table 4.IV.1 — Average Cost of Required Textbooks
per One-Term Course in Fall 2003

Discipline

Average Cost per
One-Term Course
(Number of Courses
Surveyed)

Arts/Social Sciences
Economics

$93.15 (79 courses)

Literature

$90.82 (76 courses)

History

$80.43 (80 courses)

Political science

$70.83 (74 courses)

Sociology

$85.06 (77 courses)

Average Arts/Social Sciences

$84.16 (386 courses)

Sciences
Biology

$97.13 (80 courses)

Chemistry

$108.11 (82 courses)

Computer science

$90.46 (82 courses)

Physical geography

$74.06 (59 courses)

Mathematics

$89.98 (82 courses)

Average Sciences

$92.99 (385 courses)

Engineering
Chemical

$90.15 (56 courses)

Civil

$113.05 (70 courses)

Computer science

$102.87 (45 courses)

Electrical engineering

$109.56 (75 courses)

Mechanical engineering

$97.00 (75 courses)

Average Engineering

$103.06 (321 courses)

Commerce/Business
Finance

$90.99 (59 courses)

“General” business

$94.53 (63 courses)

Human resource management

$79.42 (39 courses)

International business

$84.09 (40 courses)

Marketing

$91.32 (55 courses)

Average Commerce/Business

$89.09 (256 courses)

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation Textbook
Survey 2003

$80 to $90 per course. Engineering texts are considerably higher (mostly over $100) and political science
texts are considerably lower ($71). Chemistry textbooks also exceed $100 in cost, but this figure is somewhat inflated by the fact that the survey includes the
costs of purchasing molecular model kits.

The 18 universities were: British Columbia, Victoria, Alberta, Calgary, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Toronto, Waterloo, Trent, McMaster, Ottawa, McGill,
Laval, Montréal (including Polytechnique and HEC), Moncton, Dalhousie, Prince Edward Island and Memorial.
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The survey results displayed in the above table are
of course average costs only. Significant variation
naturally exists among universities, even within the
same discipline. It is not possible to tell on the basis of
samples of this size whether or not certain institutions
require a more expensive set of textbooks in general
or whether the sample is simply too limited to
generalize. As a result, this survey does not look at
similarities or differences at the institutional level.
It is worth noting, however, that Francophone
universities appear to have a very different approach
to textbook purchasing than the rest of the country’s
institutions. The average cost of arts textbooks is $50

per course at the Université de Moncton and
Université Laval and $40 per class at the Université
de Montréal, compared to the national average of
$84.16. In sciences, the Université de Moncton’s
costs are similar to those of Anglophone universities,
but Université Laval’s per-course average cost is half
the national average and the Université de
Montréal’s is barely a third. A noticeable but much
smaller difference also exists in engineering and
commerce departments at Francophone universities. This is a result of Francophone universities
requiring students to purchase fewer textbooks on
average than their English university counterparts.
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V. Supplies and Equipment
In addition to textbooks, another indirect cost
students face is of supplies and equipment.
Calculating the costs of supplies and equipment in a
consistent manner is difficult not only because they
can vary so much from class to class (not to mention
from institution to institution), but also because they
are not necessarily mandatory. Generally, however,
these additional costs amount to hundreds of dollars
per student.
University students in professional or second-entry
university programs in particular often face large additional costs in the form of supplies and equipment that
are not optional. The same is true for college students
in professional programs (e.g., aviation, graphic
design, dental hygiene). Institutions do not include
these expenses as part of tuition, yet they are mandatory because it is impossible for students in these
programs to complete their studies without them.
The best evidence currently available concerning
the cost of supplies and equipment for students in

professional or specialty programs is found in a
survey conducted by the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation in the summer of 2003. A
total of 163 university program units at various
universities and university colleges across the
country were questioned, and 87% of these
programs provided the requested data. A total of
159 college program units at various colleges and
university colleges across the country were
questioned, and almost 91% of these programs
provided the requested data.
In the interest of brevity, only those post-secondary
programs with substantial associated indirect costs
were included. Programs with occasional coursespecific fees (such as biology, which sometimes
charges fees for field trips) or programs for which a
few universities have exceptional costs (e.g., mandatory laptop purchase fees in some management
programs) were not included.3

Table 4.V.1 — Mandatory Supply and Equipment Cost Ranges in Selected Professional Programs at Canadian
Universities in 2003–04

Program
Agriculturea

Architecture

Number of Institutions
Offering Program
9

Number of
Respondents
6

Cost Range for Each Year
of Study for Supplies
and Equipment
$0–$435

$0–$4,290

8

7

Dentistryb

10

10

$0–$24,300

Film studies

18

17

$0–$6,700

Fine artsc
A) Drawing/Painting

23

21

$0–$5,000

B) Photography

12

11

$0–$4,800

C) Sculpture

13

11

$0–$8,000

8

7

$0–$4,300

Medicineb

16

12

$0–$8,100

Nursingb

32

31

$0–$2,000

Pharmacya

8

7

$0–$1,600

Optometry

2

2

$335–$3,400

Veterinary medicinea

4

3

$0–$270

Forestry

Source: 2003 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey.
Note:

a The majority of respondents reported no additional cost per year of study.
b Additional costs for medicine, dentistry and nursing students may include mandatory immunizations (some of which are not
covered by provincial healthcare plans) and/or CPR course costs. These costs have not been included in the quoted amounts.
c Additional costs for fine arts degrees fluctuate considerably, since expenses are based on the level of concentration (i.e., minor,
major, honours) and are assessed by course.

3.

It is worth noting that several professional programs require students to purchase a laptop for their studies. Also, some college programs, such as information technology and graphic design, encourage students to invest in a laptop.
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Table 4.V.1 details the subjects and the cost range for
mandatory supplies and equipment for various
university programs, several of which were identified
as having substantial indirect costs associated with
the pursuit of a diploma or degree (e.g., costs exceeding
$1,000 per year for many students). These fees are all
in addition to basic tuition and ancillary fees.
The equipment fees for some of the college and
university disciplines shown in Tables 4.V.1 and .2
are quite large and merit further explanation. In
many programs (e.g., medicine, massage therapy,
dentistry, optometry, architecture), the equipment
purchased by students can be used when individuals
complete their studies and enter the workforce
(dental instruments, stethoscopes, etc.). In that

sense, many of these fees could be seen as “investments” rather than “charges.” In some health
programs (dentistry, dental hygiene and massage
therapy), students are required to write professional
examinations, and this is included in the final year of
study costs. Finally, students in some aviation
programs have to pay for flying lessons.
The cost of mandatory supplies and equipment
can also vary significantly within a program according to the year of study. Tables 4.V.3 to .8 examine in
more detail the additional supply and equipment
fees in college, university, and university college
programs for which there is a significant variation in
these fees by program year.

Table 4.V.2 — Mandatory Supply and Equipment Cost Ranges in Selected Programs at Canadian
Colleges in 2003–04

Program
Applied visual arts

Number of Institutions
Offering Program
41

Number of
Respondents
40

Cost Range for Each Year
of Study for Supplies
and Equipment
$0–$5,400

Aviationa

18

18

Drafting

8

8

$0–$1,000

31

30

$0–$2,800

$100–$36,000

Human services (A–B)
A) Nursing
B) Massage therapy

8b

5

$260–$2,000

Computer technologyc

35

32

$50–$5,000

Dental hygiene

17

16

$300–$3,820

Source: 2003 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey.
Note:

a Some institutions listed flight-training hours in the cost for students.
b This number does not include any career colleges that offer massage therapy (e.g., CDI College).
c In some programs, studying computer technology requires the purchase of a laptop.
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Table 4.V.3 — Mandatory Supply and Equipment Costs by Institution in 2003–04: Architecture
Institution

Carleton University

First
$1,000–$1,500

Additional Fees by Program Year a,b
Second
Third
Fourth
N/R
N/R
N/R

Fifth
N/A

Dalhousie University

$2,750

$2,400

N/R

N/R

Université Laval

$4,000

$1,000

$1,000

N/A

N/A

University of Manitoba

$4,220

$3,480

$4,290

N/A

N/A

N/R

N/R

N/R

N/R

N/R

$0

$0

$0

N/A

N/A

Ryerson University

$2,500

$2,100

$2,000

$2,800

N/A

University of Waterloo

$1,550

$2,200

$2,200

$1,800

$3,800

McGill University
Université de Montréal

N/A

Source: 2003 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey.
Note:

a N/R signifies that the institution chose not to report any fees.
b N/A signifies that some of these programs are only three or four years in length.

Table 4.V.4 — Mandatory Supply and Equipment Costs by Institution in 2003–04: Aviation
Institution

Algonquin Collegea

Additional Fees by Program Year
First
Second
$26,000
$36,000

Canadore College

$0

$0

Castlegar College

$13,400

$26,000

Centennial College

$200

$200

Confederation College

$345

$0

$4,220

$3,480

$960

$960

University College of the Fraser Valley
Humber College
Medicine Hat College

$0

$0

Mount Royal College

$1,600

$1,600

Northern Alberta Institute of Technology (NAIT)b

$2,000

$0

Nova Scotia Community College

$1,500

$1,500

$20,000

$19,550

Okanagan University Collegec
Red Deer College
Red River Community College
Sault College

$275

$0

$1,200

$1,200

$90

$0

Seneca Colleged

$430

$430

Sheridan College

$700

$700

$4,000

$1,000

Southern Alberta Institute of Technology
Source: 2003 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey.
Note:

a Algonquin College fees include flying lessons and the purchase of a headset, flight computers and maps.
b NAIT requires aviation students to purchase a computer.
c Okanagan University College includes all costs associated with the program, including flight training, practice lessons

and equipment.
d Seneca College’s total equipment cost is $860, which has been divided by two to indicate the cost per year for the first two years of
the program; however, there are two additional years for which the costs had not yet been approved by the institution at the time of
the survey, and which are thus not included here.
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Table 4.V.5 — Mandatory Supply and Equipment Costs by Institution in 2003–04: Dentistry
Institution

Additional Fees by Program Year
Second
Third
$8,170
$3,170

University of Alberta

First
$11,070

Dalhousie University

$6,300

$4,500

$1,420

Université Laval

$8,300

$3,500

$3,200

$0

University of Manitoba

$9,040

$9,640

$2,150

$1,160

McGill University
Université de Montréal
University of Saskatchewan
University of Toronto
University of British Columbiaa
University of Western Ontario

Fourth
$2,920

$1,200

$210

$17,320

$8,000

$3,000

$7,120

$8,800

$4,080

$540

$11,000

$7,900

$2,300

$2,500

$5,950

$5,970

$3,210

$3,780

$24,300

$22,200

$21,490

$22,190

$6,670

$6,940

$6,460

$6,010

Source: 2003 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey.
Note:

a The University of British Columbia has a clinical lease cost of $17,000 per academic year for each dental student.

Table 4.V.6 — Mandatory Supply and Equipment Costs by Institution in 2003–04: Dental Hygiene

Algonquin Collegec

Additional Fees by Program Year a,b
First
Second
$1,500
$2,200

College Boréal

$3,750

$650

$250

$350

Institution

Canadore College
CÉGEP de Drummondville
John Abbott College

$300

$300

$830–$1,000

$830–$1,000

Confederation College

$345

$345

Fanshawe College

$3,700

$2,500

George Brown College

$1,600

$3,820

Georgian Colleged

$460

$460

College of New Caledonia

N/R

N/R

$1,000

$1,000

N/R

N/R

Niagara College
Nova Scotia Community College
Red River Community College

$1,125

N/A

Saskatchewan Institute of Applied Science and Technology

$2,970

$1,100

Southern Alberta Institute of Technology

$1,550

$1,550

St. Clair Collegec

$2,000

$2,500

Vancouver Community Collegec

$2,200

$3,500

Source: 2003 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey.
Note:

a N/R signifies that the institution reported no fee.
b Some colleges did not separate books from supplies and equipment.
c Algonquin, St. Clair and Vancouver Community College all include the price of examinations in the last year of the program.
d Dental hygiene at Georgian College is a five-semester program and there is a $230 fee per semester.
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Table 4.V.7 — Mandatory Supply and Equipment Costs by Institution in 2003–04: Medicine
Institution

University of Alberta

First
$5,390

Additional Fees by Program Year a,b
Second
Third
$3,030
$2,330

Fourth
$5,260

University of Calgary

N/R

N/R

N/R

N/R

Dalhousie University

$2,000

$0

$0

$0

$100

$0

$0

$0

$2,040

$1,840

$0

$500

$850

$0

$0

$0

McMaster University

$3,550

$2,180

$8,080

N/A

Memorial University

N/R

N/R

N/R

N/R

Université Laval
University of Manitoba
McGill University

Université de Montréal

$2,500

$0

$0

$0

University of Ottawac

$3,740

$0

$0

$0

Queen’s University
University of Saskatchewan

N/R

N/R

N/R

N/R

$4,270

$670

$5,020

$11,220

Université de Sherbrooke

N/R

N/R

N/R

N/R

University of Toronto

$600

$500

$500

$500

$3,630

$1,060

$1,290

$7,990

$700

$700

$850

$850

University of British Columbia
University of Western Ontario

Source: 2003 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey.
Note:

a N/R signifies that the institution chose not to report any fees.
b N/A signifies that the program is only three years in length.
c This cost includes the purchase of a laptop.

Table 4.V.8 — Mandatory Supply and Equipment Costs by Institution in 2003–04: Optometry
Institution

Université de Montréal

First
$3,000

University of Waterloo

$6,730

Additional Fees by Program Year
Second
Third
$3,000
$340

$7,510

$2,050

Fourth
$2,500

$500

Source: 2003 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey.

As the preceding tables reveal, mandatory equipment costs vary as much as—if not more than—tuition
and ancillary fees across the country. For instance,
cumulative equipment costs for dentistry students can
vary from about $13,400 at Dalhousie University to
over $90,000 at the University of British Columbia. In
medicine programs, equipment costs can vary by over
$10,000 per student over the course of a degree.

It should be noted that public student assistance
programs do not provide nearly enough financial
aid to cover the cost of the investment required
by students in faculties such as aviation, architecture,
dentistry, medicine and optometry. As a result,
students in these faculties have almost no choice
but to use private student loan schemes to cover
their expenses.

135

CHAPTER 4: COSTS AND RESOURCES

VI. Housing
Roughly half of all post-secondary students live away
from their parents’ place(s) of residence. For these
students, housing represents a cost which is at least
as significant as the cost of tuition—if not more so.
The most common living arrangement for
students is to live with family members: over half of
all students in Canadian universities and colleges
live with their parents. Most of the remainder of
students live in various types of off-campus housing
and therefore face the same rental market as other
Canadians. A few older students manage to avoid the
rental market entirely by owning their own homes;
according to data from the Canadian Undergraduate
Survey Consortium and the Canadian College
Student Survey Consortium, roughly 8% of
students—predominantly older ones studying parttime—own their own homes. On-campus housing

is largely (but not exclusively) a university phenomenon and is largely confined to students in the first
year or two of studies. Only at a few liberal arts
colleges, such as Acadia University and Mount
Allison University, is on-campus housing the chosen
housing arrangement of the majority of students.
The likelihood of a student living at home
diminishes as he or she gets older. The proportion of
students living with roommates increases until the
age of 22 and declines thereafter. Among students
aged 26 or older, two-thirds either live alone or with
a spouse. Figure 4.VI.1 breaks down student living
arrangements by age.
Results from the 2001–2002 Student IncomeExpenditure Survey show that, on average, students
spend $270 per month on housing. Excluding
students who live at home (most of whom are living

Table 4.VI.1 — Student Living Arrangements by Region
Living Arrangement
Alone, with dependants

Atlantic
5.4%

B.C.
4.8%

Ontario
2.5%

Prairies
2.1%

Quebec
2.0%

Canada
3.0%

Alone, no dependants

5.4%

7.7%

8.5%

9.7%

12.5%

9.2%

Living with parent(s)

54.2%

49.3%

51.4%

52.2%

50.4%

51.3%

Living with roommates

17.3%

18.8%

20.6%

20.2%

19.6%

19.7%

Living with spouse

14.3%

14.5%

13.9%

12.4%

13.9%

13.7%

3.6%

4.8%

3.2%

3.5%

1.7%

3.2%

Other

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure Survey.

Figure 4.VI.1 — Student Living Arrangements by Age
80%
70%

21 and under
22–23
24–25
26+

60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
With parents
Source: Ekos Research’s Making Ends Meet.

With spouse

Alone

With roommate
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Figure 4.VI.2 — Cost of Housing by Living Arrangement
$700.00
$600.00

$646.91
$585.03

$579.16

$500.00

$548.17

$458.75

$400.00
$300.00
$200.00
$100.00

$43.56

$0.00
Alone with
dependants

Living alone

Living with
parent(s)

Living with
roommates

Living with
spouse

Other

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure Survey.

rent-free, although they do, on average, make a
contribution of $44 per month to the family coffers),
this figure rises to $534 per month. Figure 4.VI.2
shows the cost of housing among students by the
type of living arrangement.
The costs of housing also vary tremendously
according to the conditions of the local housing
market. Students in Ontario face the country’s
highest rental rates, particularly now that Ottawa has
passed Vancouver to become the country’s second
most expensive rental market. Table 4.VI.2 outlines
the cost of a one-bedroom apartment in Canadian
cities with multiple post-secondary institutions.
While this table serves as a useful “rough guide” to
the differences in costs that students face in different
cities, individual students will of course have highly
variable housing costs, according to the size of
apartment they choose to rent, the number of roommates with whom rent is shared, and so forth.

On-Campus Housing:
Student Residence Costs
Living on campus is a popular option for many
students entering post-secondary education for the
first time, especially those who are coming to
large urban universities from rural or remote areas.
On-campus housing provides first-year students

with a sense of community and security, both of
which have been demonstrated to have positive
effects in terms of student retention.
According to the Canadian Undergraduate Survey
Consortium’s 2001 Survey of First-Year Students,
29% of all first-year students live in on-campus
housing, a figure which represents 58% of all firstyear students living away from their parents. While
the proportion of students who live in residence is
relatively high in the first year of studies, the number
tends to drop off sharply thereafter as students move
off campus.
Most institutions offer a wide variety of housing
options to students. These options include dormitorystyle housing (each student has a sleeping room
but shares the bathroom, kitchen and living
room), multiple-room apartments and townhouses
(especially common for mature and married
students). The price of on-campus housing can vary
significantly depending on the type of living
arrangement and institution.
Most university residences offer residents a meal
plan or a selection of such plans, in addition to room
costs. In many cases, purchase of a meal plan
is mandatory for students living in residence.
Table 4.VI.3 outlines the cost of meal plans at various
Canadian post-secondary institutions. The lower
and upper ranges reflect the different available meal
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Table 4.VI.2 — Rental Rates for One-Bedroom Apartments in Major Canadian Cities in 2003
City
St. John’s, NL

Average Monthly Rent
$510

Cost of Rent for 8 Months
$4,080

Charlottetown, PE

$463

$3,704

Halifax, NS

$572

$4,576

Fredericton, NB

$519

$4,152

Moncton, NB

$463

$3,704

Montreal, QC

$505

$4,040

Quebec, QC

$489

$3,912

Sherbrooke, QC

$369

$2,952

Trois-Rivières, QC

$370

$2,960

Guelph, ON

$707

$5,656

Hamilton, ON

$627

$5,016

Kingston, ON

$598

$4,784

Kitchener, ON

$638

$5,104

London, ON

$566

$4,528

North Bay, ON

$499

$3,992

Ottawa, ON

$767

$6,136

Peterborough, ON

$600

$4,800

St. Catharines, ON

$582

$4,656

Sudbury, ON

$513

$4,104

Thunder Bay, ON

$532

$4,256

Toronto, ON

$891

$7,128

Windsor, ON

$637

$5,096

Brandon, MB

$440

$3,520

Winnipeg, MB

$490

$3,920

Regina, SK

$480

$3,840

Saskatoon, SK

$461

$3,688

Calgary, AB

$656

$5,248

Edmonton, AB

$575

$4,600

Lethbridge, AB

$523

$4,184

Prince George, BC

$474

$3,792

Vancouver, BC

$743

$5,944

Victoria, BC

$605

$4,840

Source: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation

plan options. It should be noted that these costs are
reported on an annual basis, but in most cases the
meal plans cover only the eight months of the
regular fall and winter terms.
A comparison of Tables 4.VI.2 and .3 shows that
there is very little correlation between the cost of offand on-campus housing in a given metropolitan
area. In Ontario, London is one of the cheaper cities
in terms of average rental rates—yet the University
of Western Ontario’s residence fees are among the
highest in the country. Montreal’s McGill University

is an even more extreme example of an expensive
residence system in an inexpensive city. But contrary
examples can be found, too; Ryerson University, York
University and the University of Toronto all have
residence options that appear to be considerably
cheaper than accommodation in the surrounding
community, as does Vancouver’s Simon Fraser
University. Costs may also vary according to the
level of services provided, such as the frequency of
cleaning services and the presence of telephone and
Internet connections.
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Table 4.VI.3 — University Residence and Meal Plan Costs in 2003–04
Institution

Memorial University of Newfoundland
University of Prince Edward Island
Acadia University
University College of Cape Breton
Dalhousie University
University of King’s College
Mount St. Vincent University
Nova Scotia Agricultural College
Université Sainte-Anne
St. Francis Xavier University
St. Mary’s University
Université de Moncton
Mount Allison University
University of New Brunswick
Université Laval
St. Thomas University
Bishop’s University
Concordia University
McGill Universityb
Université de Montréal
École des Hautes Études Commerciales
Université de Québec
Université de Sherbrooke
Brock University
University of Guelph
Lakehead University
Laurentian University
McMaster University
Nipissing University
University of Ottawa
Queen’s University
Ryerson University
University of Toronto
Trent University
University of Waterloo
University of Western Ontario
Wilfrid Laurier University
University of Windsor
York University
Brandon University
Canadian Mennonite University
University of Manitoba
University of Winnipeg
University of Regina
University of Saskatchewan
University of Alberta
University of Calgary
University of Lethbridge
University of British Columbia
University of Northern British Columbia
Simon Fraser University
University of Victoria

Room Only
Lower Range
Upper Range
$1,556
$1,924
$3,142
$3,840
$3,042
$5,699
$2,600
$3,250

$3,340
$2,491
$2,995
$3,409
$1,682
$3,230
$3,350
$1,720
$2,800
$2,800
$2,800
$4,356
$2,112
$1,856
$1,480
$1,328
$3,120
$3,332
$3,348
$2,690
$3,070
$3,195
$3,259
$4,466
$3,036
$3,280
$3,674
$3,828
$4,845
$2,916
$3,650
$3,393
$2,143
$1,398
$4,005
$2,800
$2,818
$1,470
$1,840
$1,580
$1,616
$3,138
$3,446
$2,230
$2,160

$4,240
$3,133
$3,740
$5,145
$4,296
$4,000
$5,285
$1,720
$4,220
$4,200
$2,800
$7,183
$2,256
$3,792
$3,440
$2,680
$4,320
$4,600
$4,631
$3,295
$4,395
$3,630
$4,678
$4,466
$6,069
$5,344
$3,674
$4,646
$5,280
$4,975
$4,337
$4,794
$3,375
$4,128
$4,005
$2,800
$3,296
$2,000
$3,688
$5,860
$5,136
$3,769
$3,977
$3,782
$2,880

Meal Plan Only
Lower Range
Upper Range
$2,484
$2,800
$2,818
$3,208
$2,415
$2,739
$680
$2,530
$6,604a
$7,839a
$6,829a
$7,439a
$5,430a
$5,960a
$1,840
$1,930
$2,805
$2,915
$2,700
$3,000

$1,600
$2,970
$2,115

$2,276
$3,020
$2,360

$2,200
$2,176

$2,650
$3,240

$7,154a

$9,544a

$1,240
$2,925
$2,430
$2,708
$500
$1,600

$1,760
$3,335
$3,530
$2,708
$2,100
$3,075

$1,625
$3,600
$1,685
$1,400
$3,157
$2,650
$1,300
$2,506
$998
$1,610
$2,440
$2,910
$2,750

$2,250
$3,600
$2,680
$3,400
$3,157
$2,650
$2,000
$2,925
$3,350
$2,400
$2,440
$2,910
$2,975

$3,263
$1,600
$2,010
$1,820
$2,540

$3,263
$2,200
$3,240
$2,342
$3,223

$2,840

$2,840

Source: Statistics Canada’s Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey (data for Dalhousie University, King’s College, Mount St. Vincent
University and McGill University were collected independently by the authors).
Note:

a The price indicated is for both room and board.
b Rent at McGill University’s room-only residences is for an 11-month lease, rather than the standard 8-month lease.
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VII. Childcare Costs
children were either old enough not to require
As noted in Section 2.X, approximately 8% of underchildcare or their childcare needs are taken care of
graduates and 17% of college students have children.
by other family members. Men with children were
Between a third and a half of these children are too
more likely than women not to report any childcare
young to attend school, and their parents therefore
costs (45% vs. 30%). With respect to the 64% who
require some form of childcare. Childcare costs are
reported having childcare costs, these students on
not a particularly common student expenditure, but
average spent $187 per month on childcare, or
they are certainly very significant to those students
$1,495 for an eight-month academic year. While this
who have to pay them.
is still a significant amount of money for students,
Determining the true cost of childcare for stuthe Ekos figures suggest that average student childdents is not easy. Childcare costs vary considerably
care costs are much lower than the sticker price of
according to the childcare facility and the age of the
childcare would suggest.
child (i.e., the younger the child, the
The Ekos data also suggest that
more expensive the care). To grossly
Approximately 8% of
the student loan maximum allowoversimplify a very complex market,
undergraduates and 17% of
ances for childcare (shown in
the “sticker” price of daycare for
college
students
have
Table 4.VII.1), which may appear
most pre-schoolers is in the range of
children. Between a third
inadequate when compared to the
$500 to $700 a month nationally, and
and a half of these children sticker price, in fact are quite
more for toddlers under 18 months.
adequate to meet the needs of most
This is an enormous expense for
are too young to attend
students. According to the Student
students, few of whom earn much
school, and their parents
Income-Expenditure Survey, only
more than this amount per month
therefore require some
12% of parents with children in care
during the school year. However, few
form of childcare.
face childcare costs exceeding $400
students are likely paying the sticker
per month, which in most parts of
price. Most students benefit from
the country is comfortably covered by student assisincome-based provincial subsidies for childcare. In
tance allowances.
most of the country, individuals with incomes of less
The fact that the allowances for assistance are
than $15,000 receive maximum daycare subsidies,
adequate does not mean that no financial barrier
and those with incomes of up to $30,000 still receive
exists as a result of childcare costs. As noted
partial subsidies; these figures tend to be somewhat
elsewhere in this book, student aid maxima may
lower in Atlantic Canada.
prevent students from getting the money that even
The 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure Survey
government student aid systems say they “need.”
provides an interesting snapshot of childcare costs.
Nevertheless, the data suggest that the availability
Of the 1,549 original participants in the survey,
and convenience of childcare is probably a more
170 (10.9%) indicated that they had children. Of
problematic issue than its cost (see Section 2.X for a
those students with dependants who completed the
further discussion of the ratio of daycare spaces to
survey for the entire year, 36% said they had no
students with dependants).
childcare costs, which presumably means their

Table 4.VII.1 — Maximum Student Assistance Allowances for Childcare by Province in 2003–04
Province

Cost per month

NL

PE

NS

NB

$405

$429

$433

$494

QC

$391 (CSL)/
$100 (AFE)

ON

MB

SK

AB

BC

$357

$460

$440

$430

$778
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VIII. Transportation
Recent research has shown that student transportation costs make up a considerably larger portion of
student expenditures than is commonly assumed.
Average transportation costs for students across
Canada are $119 per month or 9% of total expenditures. Table 4.VIII.1 shows average transportation
expenditures by region, as reported in the 2001–02
Student Income-Expenditure Survey.

Table 4.VIII.1 — Average Monthly Transportation
Expenditures by Region

Region

Average
Monthly
Expenditures

Proportion
of Students
Owning Cars

Atlantic

$91

30.6%

Quebec

$113

35.3%

Ontario

$118

32.0%

Prairies

$120

46.7%

British Columbia

$158

48.8%

Canada

$119

38.3%

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2001–02
Student Income-Expenditure Survey.

As can be determined from a brief glance at
Table 4.VIII.1, regional expenditures on transportation are related in part to the proportion of students
in the region who own their own cars. Roughly
four in ten students own their own cars; two-thirds
of these individuals purchased or leased the cars
themselves, while the remainder received them as a
gift from their parents. The proportion of students
owning cars is considerably higher in Western
Canada than elsewhere in the country. This can
largely be explained by the fact that many of the
large Western Canadian universities are suburban
“commuter” campuses, poorly served by public
transportation, and—in the Prairies at least—have
exceptionally cold winters, even by Canadian
standards. Car ownership has some important

implications for transportation expenditures. On
average, students who own cars have monthly
average transportation costs of $185; students
who do not own cars have monthly transportation
costs of $79.

Public Transportation
The cost of monthly public transportation passes
varies considerably across the country, from $50
in Brandon to nearly $100 in Toronto (based on
prices in March 2004). However, most Canadian
municipalities have a reduced monthly transit pass
fee for post-secondary students. In addition, student
unions at a few universities have negotiated
“collective” student transit passes (often called a
“UPass” or “university pass”) which are in effect
bulk purchase arrangements with their local public
transportation provider. These student unions hold
referenda to get their members to agree to include
the cost of a monthly bus pass in their mandatory
student fees; if successful, these unions then
purchase thousands or even tens of thousands of
transit passes at a reduced rate. This arrangement
results in significant savings for the students who
use public transport; for those who do not it is
simply an addition of $100 or so to their annual
tuition bill. These arrangements appear to be
increasingly popular: the University of New
Brunswick, Université de Sherbrooke, University of
Alberta and the University of Northern British
Columbia are all, at the time of writing, negotiating
similar plans with their respective municipalities to
begin in 2004–05. Table 4.VIII.2 shows the cost of
monthly public transportation passes in major
Canadian cities. While the fee to purchase the passes
is collected on a per-semester basis along with other
tuition and fees, the table expresses the cost of
collective transit passes on a monthly basis for ease
of comparison.
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Table 4.VIII.2 — Cost of Monthly Public Transportation Passes in Major Canadian Cities in 2003–04
Citya
St. John’s, NL

Halifax, NS

Regular
Transit Pass
$58

Student
Transit Pass
$50

Collective Student
Transit Pass
None

$57

$51

Fredericton, NBb

N/Ab

$38

None

Moncton, NB

$46

$36.50

None

Quebec, QC

$59.90

$42.60

None

Sherbrooke, QC

$53

$42

None

Montreal, QC

$59

$31

None

Trois-Rivières, QC

$52

$43

None

Guelph, ON

$55

$55

$11.52

Hamilton, ON

$65

$65

$8.13

Kingston, ON

$60

$46.25

None

Kitchener, ON

$54

$45.33

None

London, ON

$74

$64

$12.29

North Bay, ON

$75

$60

None

Ottawa, ON

$61.95

$50.25

None

Peterborough, ON

$64

$64

$22.23

St. Catharines, ON

$75

$67.5

$15

Sudbury, ON

$66

$63

None

Thunder Bay, ON

$65

$48.75

None

Toronto, ON

$98.75

$87.00

None

Windsor, ON

$72

$50

None

Brandon, MB

$50

$42

None

Winnipeg, MB

$67

$53.90

None

Regina, SK

$52

$45.50

None

Saskatoon, SK

$51

$42

None

Calgary, AB

$65

$65

$12.50

Edmonton, AB

$59

$54

None

Lethbridge, AB

$49

$45.50

None

Prince George, BC

$48

$32

None

Vancouver, BCc

$36/$87/$120

$36/$87/$120

$20 (UBC)/
$23 (SFU)

Victoria, BC

$55

$55

$12.75

Source: Educational Policy Institute Survey of Student Public Transportation Costs
Note:

a Charlottetown is not included because the University of Prince Edward Island is not on a bus route.
b Fredericton does not have a general monthly public buss pass.
c Vancouver transit charges vary according to the number of geographic zones covered.

$13.75
(St. Mary’s only)
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Private Transportation
As noted above, roughly 40% of Canadian students
own automobiles. In addition to the costs associated
with fuel, maintenance, parking, renewal of driver’s
licenses and license plates, car-owning students also
face major costs with respect to insurance. However,
young drivers in Saskatchewan, Quebec, Manitoba
and, to a lesser extent, B.C. can obtain insurance at
much cheaper rates than those in other provinces.
Not coincidentally, these provinces all have public
insurance schemes. In provinces without public
insurance, there is also a marked difference in the
insurance charges for male and female drivers; in
New Brunswick, for example, males pay up to $1,300
per year more than females.
A quick comparison of the quoted annual insurance costs (Table 4.VIII.3) with students’ reported

monthly transportation costs (Table 4.VIII.1)
suggests some significant discrepancies, as annual
insurance costs appear to be far in excess of transportation costs actually being reported by students.
There are a number of possible reasons for this, the
most likely being that the average student’s car may
not be as valuable as the 2001 Dodge Neon on which
Table 4.VIII.3 is based (Making Ends Meet found that
students reported the average age of their car as
two years old). Other possible reasons for the
discrepancy include parents paying for their
children’s insurance costs or students paying the
insurance in the summer months, neither of which
scenarios is captured by the survey. Finally, given
student assistance rules on vehicle ownership it is
not advantageous to report the real value of a car.

Table 4.VIII.3 — Sample Student Automobile Insurance Costs in Major Canadian Cities (for a 22-Year-Old Driving
a 2001 Dodge Neon)a
City
St. John’s, NL

Males
$3,674

Females
$2,716

City
Peterborough, ON

Males
$2,868

Females
$1,892

Charlottetown, PE

$2,011

$1,188

St. Catharines, ON

$3,208

$2,384

Halifax, NS

$3,000

$2,452

Sudbury, ON

$2,734

$2,098

Fredericton, NB

$4,647

$3,311

Thunder Bay, ON

$2,837

$2,124

Moncton, NB

$4,641

$3,272

Toronto, ON

$4,226

$3,041

Quebec, QC

$1,169

$739

Windsor, ON

$3,507

$2,529

Sherbrooke, QC

$1,191

$715

Brandon, MB

$1,427

$1,427

Montreal, QC

$1,909

$1,254

Winnipeg, MB

Trois-Rivières, QC

$1,112

$678

Guelph, ON

$3,185

Hamilton, ON

$1,446

$1,446

Regina, SK

$993

$993

$2,685

Saskatoon, SK

$993

$993

$3,861

$3,055

Calgary, AB

$2,641

$1,976

Kingston, ON

$2,868

$1,892

Edmonton, AB

$2,983

$1,960

Kitchener, ON

$3,185

$2,685

Lethbridge, AB

$2,426

$1,541

London, ON

$3,310

$2,394

Prince George, BC

$2,172

$2,172

North Bay, ON

$2,734

$2,037

Vancouver, BC

$2,780

$2,780

Ottawa, ON

$2,833

$2,071

Victoria, BC

$1,678

$1,678

Source: InsuranceHotline.com (www.insurancehotline.com), SGI Canada (www.sgi.sk.ca/sgi_internet/rates/rate_calc.htm), Manitoba Public
Insurance (www.mpi.mb.ca/Irc/vehicle.asp) and the British Columbia Insurance Corporation.
Note:

a This example assumes a $1 million liability limit, a $1,000 collision deductible and a $1,000 comprehensive deductible.
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IX. Miscellaneous Expenditures
Students have a number of expenditures that do not
fit into the neat categories of educational expenses,
housing, childcare and transportation that have
been examined in previous sections. These various
miscellaneous expenditures—which include the
consumption costs of food, clothing, entertainment,
and general household expenditures, as well as
investments and debt payments—are examined in
this section.

Miscellaneous expenditures vary considerably
according to a student’s living arrangements.
Students who live at home have lower costs with
respect to food and general household expenditures;
this allows them to spend more on clothing, entertainment and investments, although this effect
should not be exaggerated too much, as students
who live at home tend to be younger and have lower
incomes and lower expenditures than students who

Table 4.IX.1 — Selected Monthly Student Expenditures by Living Arrangement
Students Living
with Parents

Student Living
Away from Parents

Food

$138

$244

$188

Clothing

$118

$98

$109

Entertainment

$106

$94

$101

Personal care

$59

$68

$64

General household expenditures

$55

$148

$98

Other expenditures

$35

$73

$53

$118

$140

$128

$59

$36

$49

Expenditure Category
Consumption Items

All Students

Non-Consumption Items
Debt payments
Investments

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure Survey.

Figure 4.IX.1 — Monthly Student Food Expenditures by Region
$250
$200

$208
$150

$162

$165

$168

Atlantic

Quebec

Ontario

$174

$100
$50
$0

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure Survey.
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live away from home. General data for student
spending by living arrangement are presented in
Table 4.IX.1.
Food is the most important monthly cost among
these “miscellaneous items.” This is perhaps not
surprising for students living away from home—but
it is the largest cost for students living at home as
well. Average expenditures on food are largely
constant across the country, except in the three
Prairie provinces. Average student expenditures on
food by region are shown in Figure 4.IX.1.

Non-Food Consumption Items
With a couple of exceptions, expenditures on individual non-food consumption items do not vary much
by either region or living arrangement. “General
household expenditures” (bathroom items, kitchen
items, etc.) are a notable exception; students living
away from home spend nearly three times as much
on these items as students who live with their
parents. Also, there is a major difference between
students in central Canada and the rest of the
country with respect to non-food consumption
items. Ontario’s higher expenditures can be
explained by higher overall incomes, which reflect
the province’s higher cost of living; the reasons for
Quebec’s higher expenditures in this area are harder
to fathom. Figure 4.IX.2 shows monthly non-food
consumption expenditures by region.

Debt and Investment
In addition to consumption goods, students also
make monthly payments on outstanding debt and
make monthly investments. While students are not
required to make interest payments on government
student loans over the course of their studies,
students with private loans (between 15% and 20%
of all students, depending on the survey), credit
cards (roughly two-thirds of students) and mortgages
(6% to 8% of students) still have debt payments to
make. Nationally, students spend approximately
$130 per month on various forms of debt payment,
but this varies considerably by region from $72 per
month in Quebec to $199 per month in B.C. It should
be noted that payments on credit cards technically
should only include interest payments, to avoid
double counting expenditures in other categories;
however, it is not clear that all respondents in the
Student Income-Expenditure Survey understood
this, therefore the monthly debt figure may be
somewhat inflated.
Roughly one in eight students make regular
investments. The proportion is considerably higher
in Ontario and the Prairies than elsewhere. It is not
known what kind of investments students hold nor
for what purpose the investments are being made.
Figure 4.IX.3 shows monthly debt and investment
expenditures by region.
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Figure 4.IX.2 — Monthly Student Non-Food Consumption Expenditures by Region
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Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure Survey.

Figure 4.IX.3 – Monthly Student Debt and Investment Expenditures by Region
(Students With Debt and/or Investments Only)
$250
$200

Debt Payments
Investments

$199

$150
$140

$100

$138

$111
$76

$72

$50
$15

$0
Atlantic

$61

$30

Quebec

$28

Ontario

Prairies

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure Survey.

British
Columbia

149

CHAPTER 4: COSTS AND RESOURCES

X. Family Contributions
The most common form of financial resource for
Canadian students is contributions from family
members. The most reliable evidence on this point
shows that over 80% of all Canadian students say
they receive assistance from a family member at
some point during the year. Not all of this money
comes from parents; a considerable portion comes
from other family members, including spouses.
Moreover, many parental contributions are
unstable or unpredictable, coming as unexpected
or emergency gifts, and a small but significant
proportion of parental aid is provided in the form
of a loan. This section will look at total family contributions, and then take a more focused look at
parental contributions and spousal contributions.

Family Contributions
The most complete survey of student finances in
Canada, the 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure
Survey, shows that four out of five post-secondary
students receive money from a family member over
the course of a school year. The proportion is higher
for younger students just making the transition to
post-secondary education (95% among students
aged 18 to 19) than for older students. In general, the
size of the contribution increases with age, but the

effect is not linear. There are no significant differences in parental support by type of educational
institution. Not all assistance from family members
comes in the form of a gift; roughly 8% of all family
assistance comes in the form of a loan (although
presumably these loans are offered on terms that are
easier than those for standard loans). Table 4.X.1
shows the incidence and amount of family support.
The Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s
2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students reports that
54% of undergraduates receive family contributions
and that the average contribution is $4,751 per year
or approximately $600 per month. For college
students, data from the Canadian College Student
Survey Consortium’s 2003 survey of Canadian
College Student Finances, while not strictly comparable, show that somewhere between 53% and 70% of
college students receive parental assistance.
The CUSC and CCSSC results show considerably
lower incidences of parental contributions than
those of the 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure
Survey, which interviewed students on a monthly
basis throughout an entire school year. The
discrepancy appears to be a product of the way
questions were phrased in the various surveys. When
the Student Income-Expenditure Survey asked
students at the start of the year if they expected to

Table 4.X.1 — Incidence and Amount of Family Support
Incidence of Family Support
81%

Average Annual Amount of
Family Supporta
$2,683

18- to 19-year-olds

95%

$2,035

20- to 21-year-olds

93%

$2,318

22- to 23-year-olds

83%

$3,045

24- to 25-year-olds

77%

$2,290

26+

60%

$3,484

University students

83%

$2,927

College students

79%

$2,179

All Students

Source: Ekos Research’s Making Ends Meet.
Note:

a Only those students who receive support are included in this calculation.
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Table 4.X.2 — Incidence and Amount of Family Contributions for University Students by Demographic Characteristics
All
Students

Baseline
Groupa

Aboriginal
Students

Students With
Children

Students With
a Disability

Incidence of support

54.4%

57.6%

35.5%

24.6%

53.7%

Average amount of annual supportb

$4,751

$4,760

$4,766

$3,733

$4,783

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students.
Note:

a The “baseline group” here comprises all students other than those with disabilities, with children or of Aboriginal heritage.
b Only those students who receive support are included in this calculation.

receive assistance from their parents over the course
of the school year, only 46% said yes. Over the course
of the year, an additional 23% of students actually
received money from their parents. The discrepancy
appears to result mostly from one-time gifts, often
received over the December holiday period, and lateyear emergency funds. This suggests that surveys
which ask questions about contributions on an
annual basis are likely to significantly under-report
the incidence of parental transfers to students. In
addition, those students in the Student IncomeExpenditure Survey who received parental money
but had not reported expecting it at the start of the
year on average received considerably less than
those who had expected to get parental assistance
and in effect “dragged down” the average contribution reported in Table 4.X.1.
The 2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students also
provides some interesting insight into the different
levels of family assistance available to students with
different demographic characteristics. Students with

disabilities seem to have the same incidence and
amount of family support as the rest of the student
population. Aboriginal students are significantly less
likely than other students to receive financial
support from their families, but those that do receive
such assistance receive amounts that are basically
identical to those of the student population as a
whole. Students with children, on the other hand,
are less likely to receive family assistance and they
receive smaller amounts. Comparable data for
college students are not available. Table 4.X.2 shows
the incidence and amount of family contributions
for university students, by selected demographic
characteristics.
Regionally, there are some differences in the
amount of money received by students from their
families, but these are largely a function of differences in the age composition of the local student
body. A more important correlate of family contributions is an individual’s living arrangement. Students
living with a spouse receive the largest amount of

Table 4.X.3 — Incidence and Amount of Family Support by Living Arrangement

Living alone with dependants

Incidence of Family Support
45%

Average Annual Amount of
Family Supporta
$2,127

Living alone without dependants

75%

$3,565

Living with parents

88%

$2,021

Living with roommates

78%

$3,431

Living with spouse

69%

$4,660

All students

81%

$2,683

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure Survey.
Note:

a Only those students who receive support are included in this calculation.
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family support by a considerable margin, followed
by students living alone and those living with roommates. Students living at home have the smallest
recorded amounts of parental contributions. It
should be noted, however, that students in this situation receive substantial contributions by living with
their parents (e.g., free rent) that are not recorded by
the survey. The amount of family support by living
arrangement is shown in Table 4.X.3.
Roughly three-quarters of all family contributions come from parents, with roughly equal
portions of the remainder coming from either
spouses or other family members (e.g., grandparents). Given that only 10% of students are married,
the high share of spousal contributions suggests that
spouses, on average, are making a contribution to
their partner’s income which is, in relative terms,
considerably higher than that made by other family
members. The shares of total family contributions
are shown in Figure 4.X.1.

Parental Contributions
The largest source of family support, by a wide
margin, is parental support, which makes up around
60% of all family assistance. Even more so than for
family contributions, the incidence of parental
support is highly dependent on age, with the likelihood of receiving parental assistance dropping

Figure 4.X.1 — Shares of Family Contributions
by Origin

Parental Gift
Spousal Gift
Other Family Gift

14%
12%

74%

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2001–02
Student Income-Expenditure Survey

steadily as students get older. The amount of
parental assistance, however, actually increases
somewhat with age. Figure 4.X.2 shows the incidence
of and amount of parental contributions by age.
There are significant variations in regional 0
incidences of parental support, but these are largely
a function of age. Quebec has much higher levels of
parental contributions than other provinces, which
appears to be linked to the fact that Quebec’s postsecondary population is the country’s youngest
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Source: Ekos Research’s Making Ends Meet.
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Figure 4.X.2 – Incidence and Amount of Parental Contributions by Age
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Table 4.X.4 — Incidence and Amount of Parental Contributions for College Students by Demographic Characteristics
All
Students

$0

Baseline
Groupa

Aboriginal
Students

Students With
Children

Students With
a Disability

54.9%

44.6%

73.2%

85.3%

64.2%

30%

35.9%

20.1%

11.0%

25.1%

$2,001 to $7,000

11%

14.2%

4.5%

3.3%

7.1%

$7,001 or more

4.1%

5.3%

2.2%

0.4%

3.6%

$2,000 or less

Source: David Holmes, Embracing Differences
a The “baseline group” here comprises all students other than those with disabilities, with children, or of Aboriginal heritage.

(a substantial part of the college population is under
18 years of age as a result of the province’s five-year
secondary system).
Some evidence is available on the distribution of
parental assistance for selected demographic groups.
While no university survey permits a disaggregation
of different types of family source, the Canadian
College Student Finances survey does. It shows a
different picture than that for universities shown in
Table 4.X.2—for all selected demographic groups,
both the incidence of parental support and the
amount of parental support fall significantly below
the average for the college student population as a
whole. Table 4.X.4 shows the incidence and amounts
of parental contributions for college students.

Spousal Contributions
Data from the 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure
Survey suggest that roughly two-thirds of married or
common-law students receive a contribution from
their spouse. Of those receiving assistance, the average
annual contribution is $4,660. This figure hides a
considerable variation within the sample, as the
median contribution is just $1,600. Data from spousal
contributions are too limited to generate reliable
averages by region, age or other characteristic.
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XI. Employment Income
Employment is a major source of income for most
students.4 Nearly all students participate in the
labour market in the summer, and approximately
one-half do so during the academic year as well.
Overall, data show that student employment has
increased during the 1990s, but not to unprecedented levels. Student employment, like the rest of
the labour market, declined at the start of the 1990s
and has taken a decade to return to the employment
levels of the late 1980s.

Summer Employment
Not all students are able to work during the summer;
some, for instance, study for ten or 12 months a year
(e.g., students in medical or dentistry programs),
making summer employment difficult or impossible
to obtain. Aside from these students, the large
majority of students find employment during the
summer months. Summer employment rates for
students aged 18 to 24 in Canada have gone through
a series of highs and lows over the past two decades.
Throughout the 1980s, according to Statistics
Canada’s Labour Force Survey, student summer

employment rates for individuals aged 18 to 24
began at 69%, slowly decreased until the mid- to
late-80s, then rose quickly to reach 70% by 1989.
During the recession of the early 1990s, employment
rates declined for four consecutive years, with
student employment rates finally bottoming out at
62% in 1993. Since then, summer employment rates
for 18- to 24-year-olds have been relatively constant
(between 65% and 68%).
The national average, however, hides significant
variation at the provincial level. Newfoundland and
Labrador has consistently had much lower summer
employment rates than other provinces; on average,
over the past 20 years the Newfoundland and
Labrador employment rate has been 15 percentage
points lower than the rest of the country. Also, the
employment rate in New Brunswick has been consistently about six to eight percentage points below
the national average. On the other side of the ledger,
employment rates in Saskatchewan, Manitoba and
Alberta have been steadily increasing over the past
20 years and are now consistently four to six
percentage points higher than the national average.
Other provinces tend to stay relatively close to the

Figure 4.XI.1 — Summer Employment Rates for Returning Students Aged 18 to 24 in Canada from 1990 to 2003
90%
CA
NL
PE
MB
AB
BC
QC
ON
SK
NS
NB

85%
80%
75%
70%
65%
60%
55%
50%
45%
40%
1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003
Source: Statistics Canada’s Labour Force Survey.

4.

The income generated from students is often a necessity and for students accessing student assistance, due to forced savings, it may put them no
further ahead.
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Table 4.XI.1 — Average Hourly Earnings for Employed Canadian Students (May to August)
Type of Work
Full-time

1997
$8.41

1998
$8.50

1999
$8.81

2000
$9.01

2001
$9.39

2002
$9.53

2003
$9.76

Part-time

$7.28

$7.39

$7.48

$7.59

$7.79

$8.06

$8.16

Total

$7.78

$7.88

$8.05

$8.21

$8.49

$8.69

$8.85

Source: Statistics Canada’s Labour Force Survey V10073.

national average. Figure 4.XI.1 shows the summer
employment rates for returning students aged 18 to
24 in Canada during the past 14 years.
Table 4.XI.1 shows the average hourly wage for
students aged 18 to 24 working both full- and parttime during the summer months, as reported by
Statistics Canada. Wages have increased steadily
over the past five years and, if current trends
continue, a full-time summer job in 2004 should
have paid (on average) close to $10 an hour and a
part-time job almost $8.30 an hour. There is a gender
discrepancy in earned wages, as males working fulltime earn about fifty cents more per hour than
females (the gap does not exist among part-time
workers). Considering that the 2004 national
(weighted) minimum wage is $7.11, this suggests that

students are generally working in jobs that pay more
than the minimum wage. Figure 4.XI.2 shows the
minimum wage in each Canadian jurisdiction during
the summer months in question for the past decade.
Making Ends Meet sheds additional light on the
issue of summer wages. Participants in this survey
were asked in September 2001 to report their net
summer earnings from May to August 2001. Almost
95% of respondents reported at least some summer
employment earnings. The difference between this
result and the figure from the Labour Force Survey
shown in Figure 4.XI.1 is a function of different ways
of measuring employment—the Making Ends Meet
data include all students who worked at any time
during the summer, while the Labour Force Survey
examines only those employed at a certain point in

Figure 4.XI.2 – Minimum Wages by Province From 1995 to 2004 (Summer Only)a
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Source: Human Resources and Skills Development Canada’s minimum wage databases.
Note:

a Since August 2001, the B.C. minimum wage is $8.00 per hour (there is, however, a first-job rate of $6.00 per hour that applies to

the first 500 hours of employment, or approximately the first six months of a new part-time job).
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the summer. Table 4.XI.2 shows the distribution of
summer employment income for these students
across Canada.
The Making Ends Meet data reveal marked differences in summer earnings by age, region and gender.
Income rises steadily with age, presumably because
the labour market rewards experience. Regionally,

Table 4.XI.2 — Student Summer Income Distribution
Income Level
$0

Distribution
6%

$1–$1,999

12%

$2,000–$3,999

30%

$4,000–$5,999

21%

$6,000+

17%

Don’t know/Not reported

14%

Mean (students with
income only)

$4,000

Median (students with
income only)

$3,200

Source: Ekos Research’s Making Ends Meet

Table 4.XI.3 — Student Mean Summer Employment
Income by Age, Region and Gender
Sociodemographic
Characteristic

Mean of
All Students

Mean of Students
with Summer
Earnings Only

Age:
18-19

$1,900

20-21

$2,900

$2,200
$3,100

22-23

$3,800

$4,200

24-25

$4,100

$4,600

26+

$4,500

$5,600

$3,200

$3,800

AB

$4,300

$4,500

SK/MB

$3,600

$3,900

ON

$3,800

$4,300

QC

$3,100

$3,800

Atlantic

$3,100

$3,700

Region:
BC

Gender:
Male

$3,800

$4,300

Female

$3,400

$3,800

Source: Ekos Research’s Making Ends Meet

students from Alberta enjoy a small summer earnings
advantage over the rest of the country; the average
student in Alberta reported a summer income of
$4,300, compared to a mean of $3,100 for Quebec and
Atlantic Canada. Finally, the survey also showed a
small difference in the reported average earnings of
male and female students. Table 4.XI.3 displays
students’ mean summer employment income.

Employment While Studying
Employment during the school year forms a major
portion of total student income. According to data
from the Labour Force Survey, roughly half of all
Canadian students work over the course of the
school year. For most of the 1990s, employment rates
among college and university students were roughly
equal. At the start of this decade, however, trends in
the two student populations started to diverge.
Among college students aged 15 to 29, the percentage of students working during their studies has
been rising steadily for several years and in the
2002–03 academic year reached an all-time high of
55%. Among university students, the percentage of
students employed during the school year has
dropped slightly but remains firmly within the
narrow range of 44% to 46%, where it has been for
the past 15 years. Figure 4.XI.3 breaks down the
employment rates for college and university
students aged 15 to 29 during the past 25 years.
While Labour Force Survey data suggest that
roughly 50% of students are employed, they reveal
nothing about those students who are “unemployed”—that is, actively searching for work but
unable to find any. This is mostly a question of
definitions; individuals studying full-time cannot be
deemed “unemployed” by Statistics Canada because
they are in effect deemed to be “in training.” Data
from other sources can, however, shed some light
on this question.
The 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure Survey
asked over 1,500 students about their anticipated
working arrangements in September 2001 as part of
a year-long study. Almost two-thirds (63%) indicated
that they expected to be employed throughout the
2001–02 academic year; the proportion was highest
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Figure 4.XI.3 — Student Employment Rates During Studies from 1976 to 2003
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Source: Statistics Canada’s Labour Force Survey.

in the lowest age groups. These data are over ten
percentage points higher than statistics garnered
from the Labour Force Survey and other surveys—
absolute totals are therefore unlikely to be reliable,
but differences in reported employment rates of
sub-groups are likely to be indicative of differences
in the larger student population.

The survey found that gender did not affect
the likelihood of anticipating employment during
the school year, but region did; students in
Western Canada were more likely to anticipate
employment during their studies than students in
Atlantic or Central Canada. Student perceptions of
their employment prospects were more or less

Figure 4.XI.4 – Regional Differences in Students’ Anticipated and Actual Employment
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tend to work about the same number of hours and,
accurate in most parts of the country except for B.C.,
unsurprisingly, older students tend to work more
where students overestimated their employment
hours than younger ones. Figure 4.XI.5 outlines the
prospects considerably. Across the country, students
average hours worked by employed college and
were also remarkably accurate in forecasting the
university students, sorted by age.
number of hours they would work. Figure 4.XI.4
There is remarkable consistency in the number of
outlines the regional differences for anticipated and
hours worked by students in the “18 to 24” age
actual student employment in Canada.
group. Across provinces and throughout the time
Making Ends Meet also reported that part-time
period covered, students from this age group worked
students are more likely than full-time students to
between 17 and 18 hours a week
work during the school year by a
on average. In the “25 to 29” age
margin of 86% to 60%. Students in
It is unclear whether
group, however, regional differences
the survey who worked were also
students work because
become more significant. Students
less likely to receive government
they do not receive loans,
in Newfoundland and Labrador, for
loans and bursaries by a margin of
example, worked over 35 hours a
67% to 57%. While the correlation
or do not receive loans
week on average, which is more than
between work and the absence of
because they work.
five hours above the national
student assistance is clear, its cause is
average. This number has risen
not. In particular, it is unclear
sharply in the last two years, but the rise is not
whether students work because they do not receive
unprecedented; Newfoundland and Labrador
loans, or do not receive loans because they work.
students also experienced large increases in the
average number of hours worked in 1991 and in
Average Hours Worked
1994. It is not clear what caused these sharp
increases, as they are not correlated with a
The average number of hours worked by Canadian
consistent set of external economic conditions
post-secondary students aged 15 to 29 during the
(in 1991 and 1994, Newfoundland and Labrador
school year has actually declined slightly over the
students faced economic slumps and rising tuition,
past two decades. College and university students

Figure 4.XI.5 — Average Hours Worked per Week by Employed College and University Students During Studies
from 1980 to 2003
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while in 2000–01, the province’s economy was
growing and tuition was frozen).
Older students in B.C., Alberta and Prince Edward
Island have also experienced large fluctuations in
the average hours worked during the past decade,
none of which are obviously related to changes in
overall economic conditions or tuition levels. This
may suggest that the number of hours worked by
students is not particularly sensitive to broader
economic conditions. It is, however, worth noting
that, regardless of age, students in Alberta work far
more than the national average, which is likely a
reflection of the province’s strong economy.

Earnings by Traditionally
Under-Represented Groups
Employment while in post-secondary education
is not for all students. As indicated earlier, some
students simply choose not to work or physical
limitations prevent them from gaining employment.
Both the 2002 Canadian Undergraduate Survey
Consortium and 2002 Canadian College Student
Survey Consortium surveys asked respondents
about their employment status while attending an
educational institution. Some data about selected
demographic groups in post-secondary education
from these sources are shown in Figure 4.XI.6 and
Tables 4.XI.4 and .5.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, students with disabilities
are less likely than students in the university baseline group to be working off-campus and more likely
to be employed on-campus (or doing a hybrid of
on- and off-campus work) or not employed at all.
Nevertheless, the proportion of these students who
are employed is quite remarkable given the extra
obstacles that students with disabilities face in the
labour market.
Students with dependants are more likely than all
other students to be working off-campus. These
numbers are not surprising given the additional
costs associated with supporting other people while
attending post-secondary education. Also, this is
consistent with the age data previously discussed with
respect to mature students in the labour market.
Finally, Aboriginal students tend to have the least
involvement in the labour market and are the most
likely to indicate that they are not seeking employment during studies. This is a possible function of
the more generous assistance packages received
by Status Aboriginal students; however, the data are
also consistent with other labour force information
that consistently shows lower levels of employment
among Aboriginal Peoples compared to nonAboriginal Peoples.
Students with dependants seem to be doing
an incredible job of juggling responsibilities. In
addition to academic work (usually part-time) and

Figure 4.XI.6 — Workforce Status Among Selected Demographic Groups
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Table 4.XI.4 — Hours Worked per Week During Studies by University Student Group
Students With
Dependants
(n=683)

30.2%

Baseline Group
(n=10,333)
32.0%

13.7%

Students With
a Disability
(n=986)
28.0%

11 to 20 hours

39.6%

41.9%

34.8%

17.2%

37.0%

21 to 30 hours

14.4%

14.5%

12.9%

13.3%

14.6%

Over 30 hours

14.0%

10.1%

20.0%

52.6%

17.2%

Average number
of hours worked

18.3

17.2

19.7

29.7

19.3

Hours Worked
10 hours or less

All Students
(n=12,578)

Aboriginal Students
(n=379)
28.4%

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students.

Table 4.XI.5 — Hours Worked per Week During Studies by College Student Group
All Students
(n=6,360)

Never or rarely

50.1%

Baseline Group
(n=4,120)
43.6%

Aboriginal Students
(n=746)
63.5%

Students With
Dependants
(n=1,374)

66.6%

Students With
a Disability
(n=518)
60.0%

Up to 5 hours

8.5%

8.8%

9.9%

7.6%

7.7%

6 to 10 hours

10.9%

11.6%

8.6%

8.4%

10.8%

11 to 20 hours

18.5%

22.4%

10.6%

8.1%

12.5%

More than 20 hours

12.1%

13.7%

7.4%

9.4%

8.9%

Source: Canadian College Student Survey Consortium’s 2003 Canadian College Student Finances.

childcare responsibilities, these students work an
average of 30 hours per week. In comparison,
Aboriginal students and students with disabilities
work an average of 19.7 and 19.3 hours per week,
respectively. In all cases, those students from
selected demographic groups who work do so for
more hours per week than students from the baseline group (17.2 hours per week). Looking at fulltime students only, members of the baseline group
work an average of 15.4 hours per week, while
Aboriginal students work an average of 16.4 hours
and students with disabilities 16.3 hours. Full-time
students with dependants work an average of nearly
30 hours per week. Table 4.XI.4 shows the hours
worked during studies by university student group.
The pattern of employment during school is
somewhat different for college students. Among
college students, all three of the selected demographic groups are both less likely to work and more
likely to work fewer hours than students from the
baseline group. Table 4.XI.5 shows the hours worked
by college student group.

Factors Influencing a Student’s Decision to
Work During the Academic Year
The preceding analysis has shown the details of
student employment but has not explored students’
motivations for working during their studies.
Students work for three reasons—two of which are
primarily financial. First, students work because
their costs exceed their resources. Students’ costs
(tuition, books, living expenses and so on) have
increased significantly in the past decade, and
their resources (employment income and student
assistance) have not kept pace. The second reason
that students work is because their desires exceed
their resources. Students want to increase their
disposable income and enjoy a comfortable standard
of living. As students get older, their living standards
evolve. They are no longer willing to share an
apartment with two or three roommates and are
less likely in general to accept a frugal lifestyle.
The third reason—primarily non-financial—that
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2 and 4, indicating that they agreed more with the
statement that they need to work to pay their bills
than the statement that they did not really “need” the
money. Not all students, however, are working out of
necessity. Roughly 29% of working students
suggested that they were working primarily because
they wanted extra disposable income (i.e., a rating of
6 to 10), and another 11% did not agree strongly with
either statement (i.e., a rating of 5).
Similarly, data on working students from the
CUSC’s Survey of Undergraduate Students show that
although 53% of students work, only 60% of these
(32% of all participants) list in-school income as a
“source of money to pay for education.” These data
correspond to the 60% of people from the Ipsos-Reid
student panel who answered 1 to 4 on the scale, indicating that they “needed” the money (rather than
simply “wanted” it). Figure 4.XI.7 shows the most
important reason why students work during the
academic year.

students work is to gain work experience and
develop connections and employment networks for
the future.
A recent panel survey of students, conducted by
Ipsos-Reid for the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation, asked respondents why they planned to
work during the school year. Respondents were
asked to rate their reason for working on a 10-point
scale, where 1 indicated that they would be unable to
attend post-secondary education without working
during the school year and 10 indicated that they
were working to increase their standard of living but
did not “need” the money to complete their studies.
Not surprisingly, the largest percentage of
students indicated that they worked because without
the income from work they could not attend school
at all. Almost one-third of students responded in the
strongest possible way (i.e., a rating of 1) that they
worked because they needed to pay the bills. Another
29% (for a total of 60%) gave an answer between

Figure 4.XI.7 — Most Important Reason Why Students Seek Employment During the Academic Year
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XIa. Student Time Usage
Employment unquestionably serves as an important
source of income for students, but some people fear
that too much emphasis on work among students is
counter-productive, adversely affecting schoolwork
and cheapening the “undergraduate experience.”
Data show, however, that college and undergraduate

students make trade-offs between work, school and
other activities in very different ways.
It is certainly true that students who work
long hours tend to spend less time in class. As
Figure 4.XIa.1 shows, undergraduate students who
work 20 to 30 hours per week are twice as likely as

Figure 4.XIa.1 — Hours per Week Spent in Class/Lab by Hours of Employment per Week (Undergraduates Only)
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11 to 15 Hours
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Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students.

Figure 4.XIa.2 — Hours per Week Spent in Class/Lab by Hours of Employment per Week (College Students Only)
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Figure 4.XIa.3 — Weekly Hours Spent Studying Outside of Class by Weekly Hours of Employment
(Undergraduates Only)
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Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students.

non-working students to be attending school parttime (defined here as ten or less hours of class and
labs per week), while students who work more than
30 hours per week are nearly five times as likely to do
so. Similar data for colleges, shown in Figure 4.XIa.2,
do not appear to show as much variation in class
time by weekly hours of employment.
Of course, class time is only part of the postsecondary academic experience. There is also the

issue of study time outside of class. Again, a clear
distinction needs to be made between the adjustments that university and college students make in
response to increased working hours. Figure 4.XIa.3
shows that, among undergraduate students, there
does appear to be a rough inverse correlation
between hours worked and time spent studying,
at least once the ten-hours-per-week employment
threshold has been breached. Figure 4.XIa.4,
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Figure 4.XIa.4 — Weekly Hours Spent Studying Outside of Class by Weekly Hours of Employment
(College Students Only)
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Source: Canadian College Student Survey Consortium’s 2003 Canadian College Student Finances.

however, shows that at the college level there is very
little relationship between hours worked and hours
spent studying.
Other major educational aspects of the postsecondary experience include participation in on- or
off-campus volunteer activities, participation in
social and cultural groups, or other extra-curricular
activities. Once again, similar patterns emerge.
Among university students, those who work
under ten hours per week report more frequent

engagement in these activities than those who do
not work at all. Engagement decreases slightly with
hours of work until the number of weekly hours of
work approaches 30, at which point engagement
decreases sharply. On the college side, engagement
in these activities seems unrelated to weekly hours
of work, with students who work 20 hours a week
reporting levels of engagement that on average are
no different from those reported by students who
do not work at all.
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XIb. Employment and Academic Performance
Student employment does not appear to have a
major impact on grades among Canadian students.
As seen in the preceding section, students’ primary
reaction to having too much work is to cut back on
course loads. As a result, students working 30 hours
a week or more tend to maintain or even improve
upon their grade point average by reducing the
number of courses taken but continuing to devote
the same amount of time to each course.
As Figure 4.XIb.1 shows, the problem with the
notion that work is detrimental to academics is that
the relationship between working hours and grades
is neither significant nor linear in nature. A plurality
of students receives a “B” grade no matter how many
hours they work. Students who do not work at all are

in the “middle of the pack,” academically speaking.
Students who work zero to ten hours per week have
the best grades of all, but students who work
30 hours or more per week also do reasonably well
(although, as seen in Section 4.X1a, they take far
fewer courses on average).
The 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure Survey
produced similar results, as shown in Table 4.XIb.1.
The differences in incidence of employment by grade
level are modest but significant, while differences
in hours worked between grade levels are not
significant. There is, however, growing concern in
the post-secondary community that students are
elongating their studies and this has a direct impact
on their indebtedness.

Figure 4.XIb.1 – Distribution of Average Grades by Average Hours of Employment per Week
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Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students.

Table 4.XIb.1 — Student Employment and First-Term Grades for the 2001–02 Academic Year
Grade Average
A

Proportion
Employed

Hours Worked
per Week

Monthly
Earnings

62%

11.8

$504

B

62%

11.5

$469

C

68%

13.5

$438

Total

63%

12.2

$478

Source: Ekos Research’s Making Ends Meet.
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XII. Income From Student Assistance
Government student assistance is used by just under
half of all university and college students in any
given year. While student assistance is among
all students only the third most important source
of income (after employment and family contributions), for those students (traditionally low-income)
who do borrow, it is usually the largest single source
of income.
From an analytical perspective, government
student assistance is quite unlike other forms of
income. Whereas data on parental contributions,
employment and other types of income rely on survey
data, data on per-student income from student loans
and grants can be obtained directly from administrative student assistance records. Survey research
need only be used to determine certain aspects of the
distribution of student financial assistance which are
not captured by administrative means, such as the
differences in student assistance use by particular
groups of students (Aboriginal students, students
with dependants, etc.).
In much of this chapter, data from Quebec will be
displayed seperately from the rest of Canada. This is
because of the very different student assistance
structure that Quebec has created as a result of
opting out of the Canada Student Loans Program.

Loans
The number of student loan recipients rose significantly in Canada in the first half of the 1990s. Some
of the largest increases came in 1993 and 1994, when
several provincial governments—notably Ontario—
abandoned their grant programs in favour of remissible loans. In Quebec, the increases in assistance
were even more dramatic; the number of borrowers
increased by over 40% between 1990–91 and 1996–97.
In the latter half of the 1990s, the number of
borrowers declined nationally by nearly 15% from its
1996–97 high of 529,354 to 460,763 in 2002–03, the
most recent year for which data are available. More
than half of this decline occurred in the province of
Quebec, mostly due to the tightening of eligibility
criteria. In the rest of Canada (the “Canada Student
Loans Program zone”), the decline has been more
gradual, and it can largely be attributed to a decline
in the number of borrowers from private vocational
institutions, which have been the subject of
increased regulatory scrutiny since the mid-1990s.
Figure 4.XII.1 shows the number of student loan
recipients in Canada between 1990–91 and 2002–03.
As the number of borrowers has decreased, so has
the amount of borrowing. Since 1996–97, the average

Figure 4.XII.1 — Student Loan Borrowers in Canada From 1990–91 to 2002–03
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Source: Canada Student Loans Program annual reports and provincial loan program administrative data.
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amount borrowed per student, in real dollars,
decreased by 22% in Quebec and by 24% in the CSL
zone. In 2002–03, the last year for which data are
available, average borrowing in Quebec was $2,665
per year and $6,479 in the rest of Canada. Roughly
half of the decline can be accounted for by inflation;
the remainder is due to the increased availability
of grants following the introduction of the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation and a
reduction in the number of borrowers from private
vocational institutions (these institutions tend to
have high fees, and hence their students are high
borrowers). In 2004, however, both Quebec and the
Government of Canada announced increases to
their lending limits that will likely reverse this trend
to some degree. Figure 4.XII.2 shows the evolution of
borrowing patterns in Canada over the past decade.

Grants
Unfortunately, while available administrative data
permit an accurate count of the number of grants
awarded, there is at present no reliable way to count
the number of grant recipients. Ten years ago, this
would have been a simple task, as there was only one
source of grants in Canada—namely, provincial
governments. Since 1995, however, the Government

of Canada has been handing out grants as well. At
first, the federal government did this directly
through the Canada Student Loans Program’s
Special Opportunities Grant (renamed the Canada
Study Grants in 1998); then it began doing it indirectly through the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation, which began life with a $2.5 billion
federal endowment in 1998 and distributed its first
bursaries on January 4, 2000. As a result, some
students now receive grants from two or even three
sources each year. The evolution of the number of
grants awarded in Canada each year is shown in
Figure 4.XII.3.
As Figure 4.XII.3 shows, the number of grants in
Canada dropped sharply between 1992 and 1993,
when the Government of Ontario switched its grant
program to a remissible loan program. The number
of grants stayed more or less steady throughout the
mid-1990s until 1998, when the Government of
Canada created the Canada Study Grant for students
with dependants, which increased the number of
grants it was distributing by a factor of eight. The
following year, the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation began its work, and the number of
grants increased again. In 2002–03, the number of
grants distributed in Canada reached an all-time
high of 285,399.

Figure 4.XII.2 – Average Annual Student Loan Borrowing from 1990–91 to 2002–03 (in Real 2003 Dollars)
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Source: Canada Student Loans Program annual reports and provincial loan program administrative data.
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Figure 4.XII.3 — Grants Awarded in Canada From 1990–91 to 2002–03
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Source: Canada Student Loans Program annual reports, provincial loan program administrative data and the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation’s annual reports.

Figure 4.XII.4 — Average Grant Size by Source From 1990–91 to 2002–03 (in Real 2003 Dollars)
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Source: Canada Student Loans Program annual reports, provincial loan program administrative data and the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation’s annual reports.

While an increase in the number of grants is
welcome, its effects may be diluted if the average
grant size has decreased concomitantly. To some
extent, this does seem to have been the case; the
average grant nearly halved in size between 1992–93
($3,737) and 1999–2000 ($2,123). The cause of this
decrease was twofold: 1) provincial grants declined
in real value, and 2) the many new federal grants
were relatively small, which dragged down the
average considerably. However, the introduction of

the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s
bursaries, coupled with an increase in average
provincial bursary size, means that the size of the
average grant has been climbing again since 2000,
and it is now worth $2,577. While it is clear that the
average grant size has declined, it should be kept
in mind that since far more grants are now awarded,
total grant expenditure is considerably higher than
it was ten years ago. Data on average grant size in
Canada are shown in Figure 4.XII.4.
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Figure 4.XII.5 — Number of Loan Remission Payments in Canada From 1990–91 to 2002–03
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Source: Canada Student Loans Program annual reports, provincial loan program administrative data and the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation’s annual reports.

Loan Remission
Loan remission is technically a form of income, as it
is a grant paid to a student—or, more accurately,
paid to a bank on the student’s behalf—to reduce a
debt incurred over the course of the previous year or
a recently completed course of studies. The only
meaningful difference between a grant and loan
remission is when it is paid. It is important to note,
though, that students rarely consider remission as
income since it does not put any extra money in
students’ hands. It is therefore an odd income category—a payment made by governments on a
student’s behalf which makes students no richer in
terms of cash-in-hand.
The Government of Canada has never had a
major loan remission program; it has had a debt
remission program since 1998, but this has never
paid out more than a couple of million dollars a year,
and even then payments are made only after
students have been out of school for at least
40 months. Remission was developed primarily by
provincial governments—notably Ontario, which in

some years has accounted for over 85% of all remission spending in Canada—as a way of compensating
for the cancellation of grant programs in the early
1990s. The number of instances of loan remission in
Canada increased substantially following Ontario’s
1993 switch from grants to remissible loans.
There was also a massive one-year spike in loan
remission incidence in 1999–2000, which occurred
due to a combination of two factors. The first was a
program change in Ontario, which ceased paying
remission on a per-degree basis and started paying
on an annual basis. The result was a large “doublecount” of students, as remission under both the old
and new regimes was paid in the same fiscal year.
The second was the introduction of the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation, which, in its
first year, provided roughly half of its bursaries in the
form of remission (this proportion has since been
reduced to roughly one-sixth). After some fluctuation, the number of students receiving remission is
now roughly 100,000. Trends in the number of remission recipients over the past decade are shown in
Figure 4.XII.5.
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Figure 4.XII.6 — Average Remission Payment by Source From 1990–91 to 2002–03 (in Real 2003 Dollars)
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Source: Canada Student Loans Program annual reports, provincial loan program administrative data and the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation’s annual reports.

The average amount of loan remission grew
steadily throughout the 1990s and then fell in the
early years of the new decade. The reason for this
lies entirely in the aforementioned Ontario policy
change; once remission began being paid on an
annual—rather than a per-degree—basis, average
remission was bound to fall. Students are still
receiving roughly the same amount of assistance
over the course of a degree, but since the frequency
of payment has increased, the annual amount per
individual is smaller.

Demographic Differences in
Student Assistance
The CUSC 2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students
and the CCSSC 2003 Canadian College Student
Finances each provide certain information about the
incidence of student assistance for certain groups
that are often deemed “under-represented.” It
should be noted that since the data below are survey
data, the actual amounts of assistance listed are
likely to be considerably less accurate than the

Table 4.XII.1 — Incidence and Amount of Student Assistance by Selected Demographic Characteristics
(University Students Only)
Source
Proportion with
loan or bursary

Amount from
loan or bursary

All Students

31.2%
$6,217

Baseline Group
31.2%

$6,012

Aboriginal Students
34.4%

$7,019

Students With
Children

30.2%

Students With
a Disability
34.2%

$8,935

$5,713

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students.
Note:

a The baseline group here refers to all students other than those with disabilities, with children or of Aboriginal heritage.
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administrative data based on actual loan records
presented in the rest of this section. What is
important in the tables below is not so much the
absolute incidences or amounts of assistance, but
rather the differences between groups.
Among university students, the incidence of
student assistance does not appear to vary substantially by demographic characteristic. Students with
disabilities and Aboriginal students appear to be
marginally more likely to receive student assistance
than other students, but the difference is so small
as to be within the normal margin of error.
Interestingly, students with children are marginally
less likely to receive student assistance than other
students. This presumably is because students with
children are older (and hence have more income of
their own) and are likely to have a spouse (and hence
have a drastically reduced likelihood of getting
assistance because of the spousal contribution rule,
as explained in Section 5A.IV). In terms of the size of
the assistance package, however, there are significant differences; Aboriginal students and students
with children receive assistance packages that are
considerably larger than those of other students,
while students with disabilities receive packages that
are somewhat smaller. Unfortunately, the Survey of

Undergraduate Students does not permit any distinction between aid received as a loan and aid received
as a grant. Incidences and amounts of student assistance among university students by selected demographic characteristics are shown in Table 4.XII.1.
In contrast to the Survey of Undergraduate
Students, the College Student Survey allows a
disaggregation of loan and grant amounts, but only
reports the amount of each type of assistance as a
few broad ranges. The college data show Aboriginal
students, students with children and students with a
disability as all being somewhat less likely than the
baseline group to have student loans, but conversely
somewhat more likely than the baseline group to be
receiving grants. Students with children were more
likely than other students to have very large (over
$7,000 per year) amounts of student loans.
Aboriginal college students were much more likely
than baseline students to have grants of over
$7,000 per year. College students with children were
15 times more likely than baseline students to have
grants of this size, and college students with disabilities eight times more likely. Incidences and
amounts of student assistance among college
students by selected demographic characteristics
are shown in Table 4.XII.2.

Table 4.XII.2 — Incidence and Amount of Student Assistance by Selected Demographic Characteristics
(College Students Only)
Baseline Groupa

Aboriginal Students

Students With
Children

Students With
a Disability

67.4%

66.5%

78.4%

68.9%

70.4%

6.4%

6.7%

5.8%

4.6%

8.9%

$2,001 to $7,000

15.7%

16.9%

8.7%

13.2%

10.8%

$7,001 or more

10.5%

9.9%

7.1%

13.3%

9.9%

All Students
Source
Government Student Loan

$0
$2,000 or less

Government Student Grant/Bursary
$0

82.3%

85.7%

72.7%

73.6%

77.8%

$2,000 or less

10.0%

9.3%

10.9%

11.3%

12.5%

$2,001 to $7,000

5.9%

4.6%

8.7%

9.0%

6.7%

$7,001 or more

1.8%

0.4%

7.7%

6.1%

3.0%

Source: David Holmes, Embracing Differences.
Note:

a The baseline group here refers to all students other than those with disabilities, with children or of Aboriginal heritage.
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XIII. Miscellaneous Student Income
In addition to the three main sources of student
income discussed previously (family, employment
and government student assistance), students also
have a number of other sources of income. These
can basically be sorted into two broad categories:
repayable income (i.e., loans from family or private
banks) and non-repayable income (income from
various government programs, scholarships, child
support, etc).

Figure 4.XIII.2 — Average Annual Borrowing by Type of
Non-Government Loan
$8,000
$7,000
$6,644

$6,000
$5,000

$5,601

$4,000
$3,000
$2,000

Repayable Assistance
In addition to government student loans, students
borrow from two other sources: family members
and private banks. In the 2001–02 Student
Income-Expenditure Survey, roughly 32% of all
students declared that they had received a loan from
a non-government source—a proportion nearly
identical to the percentage saying they had taken out
a government loan. Students were more or less
evenly split between those receiving a loan from a
bank and those receiving a loan from a family
member. Bank and private loans appear to be an
either-or proposition: very few students (4%) said
they had received loans from both sources. Statistics
Canada’s Post-Secondary Education Participation
Survey (PEPS) found nearly identical results, with

Figure 4.XIII.1 — Incidence of Non-Government Loans

4%

No Private Loans
Private Bank Loans
Family Loans
Both Family
and Private
Bank Loans

13%
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68%

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2001–02
Student Income-Expenditure Survey.

$1,472

$1,000
$0
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Bank Loans

Family
Loans

Loans From
Both Souces

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2001–02
Student Income-Expenditure Survey.

16% of all students reporting family loans and 14%
reporting bank loans. Figure 4.XIII.1 shows data on
the incidence of non-government loans.
While the incidence of loans from family and
banks is roughly equal, the average sum borrowed
from each source differs considerably. The 2001–02
Student Income-Expenditure Survey showed that
average bank borrowing was $5,600 per year, while
the average family loan was only $1,472. Students
with loans from both sources not surprisingly
received over $6,600 on average. Other surveys show
a similar picture. Statistics Canada’s PEPS reported
means rather than medians, but confirmed the basic
pattern: a median of $2,000 for family loans and
$5,000 for bank loans. Data on average borrowing
by type of non-government loan are presented in
Figure 4.XIII.2.
The 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure Survey
also showed significant regional differences with
respect to private borrowing. In most regions of
the country, roughly 15% of students said they
received private loans; however, in the Maritimes the
proportion was 21%, and in Manitoba/Saskatchewan
it was 26%. In terms of the amount borrowed,
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students from Alberta borrowed the most—about
30% higher than the national average. Private
borrowing was also linked strongly with age, as
shown in Figure 4.XIII.3.

Non-Repayable Income
There are several types of non-repayable income
which students receive. The following sections look
at scholarships, investment and pension income,
and government support programs (other than
student assistance programs), respectively.
Scholarships
Information on scholarship income is somewhat
scarce. The 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure
Survey suggests that 23% of students receive some
kind of merit-based scholarship each year, which
seems quite high, given what is known about the size
of the overall merit scholarship sector (see Section
5B.II for further details). The 2002 CUSC Survey
of Undergraduate Students suggests that roughly
19% of university students receive some sort of
“university bursary” in any given year, although
it is unclear whether this bursary is merit- or
need-based. Aboriginal students and students with
children appeared to be much less likely to receive

these bursaries than other students. The 2003 CCSSC
Canadian College Student Finances survey suggests
fewer academic scholarships overall among college
students and fewer differences between demographic groups both in terms of the incidence and
amount of scholarships. Tables 4.XIII.1 and .2
present data on scholarships for both university and
college students.
Investment/Pension Income
The 2001–02 Student Income-Expenditure Survey
suggests that roughly 15% of students receive
income from a pension or investment each year,
with an average revenue (among those who receive
it) of $1,968 per year. This figure appears very high
compared to the 2002 CUSC Survey of Undergraduate Students, which suggests that only 4.4% of
students have investment revenue and 2% have RESP
revenue. Respondents in the former survey could
conceivably have included some of their own
personal savings in this category, which would
account for the difference between the two sets
of figures.
Unsurprisingly, Aboriginal students and students
with children appear to be much less likely than
other students to have investment income. Both of
these demographic groups, as well as students with

Figure 4.XIII.3 — Private Borrowing by Age
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Table 4.XIII.1 — Incidence and Amount of University Bursaries by Selected Demographic Characteristics
(University Students Only)

Incidence of
university bursary
Average value of
university bursary

All Students
19.1%

Baseline Groupa

Aboriginal Students

Students With
Children

Students With
a Disability

20.1%

12.9%

10.0%

20.4%

$1,712

$1,729

$1,697

$1,509

$1,669

Source: David Holmes, Embracing Differences.
Note:

a The baseline group here refers to all students other than those with disabilities, with children or of Aboriginal heritage.

Table 4.XIII.2 — Incidence and Amount of Academic Scholarships by Selected Demographic Characteristics
(College Students Only)
All Students
90.5%

$0

Baseline Groupa

Aboriginal Students

Students With
Children

Students With
a Disability

89.6%

91.0%

93.4%

90.7%

$2,000 or less

7.6%

8.6%

6.3%

4.7%

7.5%

$2,001 to $7,000

1.6%

1.7%

1.5%

1.5%

1.2%

$7,001 or more

0.2%

0.1%

1.2%

0.4%

0.6%

Source: David Holmes, Embracing Differences.
Note:

a The baseline group here refers to all students other than those with disabilities, with children or of Aboriginal heritage.

Table 4.XIII.3 — Incidence and Amount of Investment Income and RESPs by Selected Demographic
Characteristics (University Students Only)

Incidence of
investment income
(bonds, dividends,
interest, etc.)
Average amount of
investment income
Incidence of RESPs
Average amount
of RESPs

Students With
Children

Students With
a Disability

All Students
4.4%

Baseline Groupa

4.5%

1.8%

2.6%

4.6%

$3,030

$3,127

$1,060

$2,594

$1,768

Aboriginal Students

2.0%

2.2%

0.1%

0.21%

0.4%

$3,513

$3,440

$7,700

$8,667

$3,330

Source: David Holmes, Embracing Differences.
Note:

a The baseline group here refers to all students other than those with disabilities, with children or of Aboriginal heritage.

disabilities, receive fewer RESPs than other students,
although the few who do receive them (less than 1%)
receive a fairly substantial amount. Table 4.XIII.3
presents data on RESP and investments among
university students.

Government Support Programs Other than
Student Assistance
Some college students can receive government
support payments for which university students are
often ineligible, such as social assistance and
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employment insurance. Specifically, 12% of college
students are recipients of Employment Insurance (EI)
benefits, and 4% are recipients of social assistance.
Aboriginal students, students with children and
students with a disability are all more likely than the
“average” student to be recipients of social assistance; students with children are more likely to be
EI recipients than other students; and Aboriginal
students are somewhat less likely than others to be
EI recipients. Data on the incidence and amount of
social assistance and employment insurance among
college students is presented in Table 4.XIII.4.

In addition to EI and social assistance payments,
some students benefit from certain other targeted
payments, such as Native band funding and special
payments for students with disabilities. Roughly
one-quarter of Aboriginal students in Canadian
community colleges receive funding from Indian
and Northern Affairs Canada, and approximately
15% of college students with disabilities receive
dedicated funding for students with disabilities. No
comparable data are available for university
students. Data on grants for Aboriginal and disabled
students are shown in Table 4.XIII.5.

Table 4.XIII.4 — Incidence and Amount of Social Assistance and Employment Insurance Payments by Selected
Demographic Characteristics (College Students Only)
All Students
Source
Social/Income Assistance

$0

96.1%

Baseline Groupa

Aboriginal Students

Students With
Children

Students With
a Disability

98.5%

91.4%

90.0%

90.7%

$2,000 or less

2.1%

1.1%

4.6%

3.9%

4.8%

$2,001 to $7,000

0.9%

0.2%

1.6%

2.7%

2.2%

$7,001 or more

1.0%

0.2%

2.3%

3.4%

2.4%
88.1%

Employment Insurance
$0

88.4%

89.4%

93.1%

83.2%

$2,000 or less

4.0%

3.8%

2.7%

5.0%

3.4%

$2,001 to $7,000

4.2%

4.0%

2.0%

5.7%

2.6%

$7,001 or more

3.4%

2.8%

2.2%

6.1%

3.0%

Source: David Holmes, Embracing Differences.
Note:

a The baseline group here refers to all students other than those with disabilities, with children or of Aboriginal heritage.

Table 4.XIII.5 — Incidence and Amount of Band Funding and Funding for Students With Disabilities by Selected
Demographic Characteristics (College Students Only)
All Students
Baseline Groupa
Source
Funding from Indian and Northern Affairs Canada

$0

96.8%

99.7%

Aboriginal Students

Students with
Children

Students With
a Disability

75.1%

92.9%

95.0%

$2,000 or less

1.1%

0.1%

8.4%

2.6%

1.6%

$2,001 to $7,000

1.1%

0.1%

8.2%

1.7%

2.2%

$7,001 or more

1.0%

0%

8.3%

2.8%

1.2%
85.1%

Government Financial Support for Persons With Disabilities
$0

97.4%

98.7%

96.2%

96.4%

$2,000 or less

1.4%

1.1%

2.4%

1.0%

5.1%

$2,001 to $7,000

0.5%

0.1%

0.5%

1.0%

3.8%

$7,001 or more

0.6%

0.1%

0.8%

1.7%

5.9%

Source: David Holmes, Embracing Differences.
Note:

a The baseline group here refers to all students other than those with disabilities, with children or of Aboriginal heritage.
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XIV. Students’ Perceptions of Their Finances
Regardless of the “true” or empirical state of students’
finances, what matters in terms of access and
retention is how students perceive their own finances.
This section therefore looks at students’ views on two
key issues: whether or not they have sufficient
funding to complete their studies, and their concerns
about student debt and repayment thereof.

Concerns About the Amount of Available
Funding
In the 2002 Survey of Undergraduate Students,
77% of first-year students stated that they were
“very” or “somewhat” concerned about having
sufficient funds to complete their education. As
students get closer to finishing their studies, the level
of concern and uncertainty drops—among fourthyear students, only 62% felt significant concern
about having enough money to finish their studies.
College students appear to be less concerned
about this issue than university students. Among
these students, only 46% said they were “very” or
“moderately” concerned about having enough
funding. Another 21%, however, said they were
“mildly” concerned about the amount of funds
required to complete their education (this response

was not available to students in the university
survey). If this figure is included, then the proportion
of concerned college students rises to 67%, which is
much closer to the result for university students.
In general, Aboriginal students and students with
disabilities were more likely than other students to
say they were concerned about having enough
money to complete their courses. College students
with dependants were more likely than others to
report concern, while those at the university level
with dependants were slightly less likely to report
concern. All of these deviations from the norm are
quite small, however. Table 4.XIV.1 shows the differences in concern about having sufficient funds to
complete one’s education.

Concern About Debt
In the summer of 2003, Ipsos-Reid, on behalf of the
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation,
recruited 1,500 students from its ongoing online
survey panel to answer a number of questions
around student finance. Among the questions were
five questions asking students how they felt about
debt, borrowing and their own budgeting habits. The
results of this survey are shown in Table 4.XIV.2.

Table 4.XIV.1 — Students Indicating Concern About Having Sufficient Funds to Complete Their Education
Source
College

University

Students With
a Disability

67.9%

Students With
Children
70.2%

73.8%

64.7%

75.8%

Aboriginal Students

66.5%

Baseline Group
65.0%

71.1%

72.3%

All Students

66.4%

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey of Undergraduates and Canada College Student Survey Consortium’s 2003
Canadian College Student Finances.
Note:

a The baseline group here refers to all students other than those with disabilities, with children or of Aboriginal heritage.
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asked students whether or not they were concerned
The results of the Ipsos-Reid panel show that
about the amount of debt they thought they would
most students are concerned about the level of debt
incur and about their ability to repay their debts
they are incurring as a result of their studies and
within a reasonable time frame. Among all college
most claim that they try to avoid incurring debt
students, 61.9% expressed some level of concern
whenever possible. Specifically, 78% say they are
about total debt, and 55.4% expressed some level of
concerned about the amount of debt they have
concern about the time required to repay their debts.
(a figure that seems rather elevated, given that most
Since these figures are more or less equal to the
studies show that fewer than 60% of all students
percentages of students with debt,
borrow during their studies); 89%
this is perhaps not a particularly
say they try to avoid debt whenever
Most
students
are
useful indicator; it simply implies
possible; and 72% say they prefer to
concerned about the level
that people with debt are concerned
work more in order to avoid debt.
of
debt
they
are
incurring
about it. In keeping with overall
There exists a significant minoras a result of their studies borrowing patterns, Aboriginal
ity of students—including some of
these nominally debt-avoiding
and most claim that they students are much less likely than
students—who take something of a
try to avoid incurring debt other students to express concern
about debt, while students with
contradictory stance: they report
whenever possible.
children tend to express more
both that they could reduce some of
concern. Students with disabilities
their costs (44%) and that, given the
have views that are more or less indistinguishable
opportunity, they would borrow more money (47%).
from the general student population. Table 4.XIV.3
These results suggest that many students are torn
shows college students’ levels of concern about debt.
between two competing desires: to have more
Not surprisingly, students’ levels of concern about
money in their pockets (by borrowing more) and to
debt are correlated with the amount of debt they
spend less in the present (to minimize their debt).
expect to have by the time they graduate. The
Additional information about views on debt is
relationship between the expected final debt level
available from the 2003 Canadian College Student
and views on debt is shown in Figure 4.XIV.1.
Finances Survey (however, no comparable information is available for university students). The survey

Table 4.XIV.2 — Students’ Perceptions of Their Financial Situation
Strongly
Agree
50%

Somewhat
Agree
28%

Somewhat
Disagree
9%

Strongly
Disagree
13%

I wish I could borrow more during the school year

18%

29%

29%

23%

I try to avoid incurring debt whenever possible

62%

27%

9%

2%

I would rather work to pay for my education now than
pay for it later

39%

33%

20%

7%

There are many ways I can reduce my educational costs
if I just make a few sacrifices

14%

31%

32%

22%

Statement
I am concerned about the amount of debt I will have
when I finish school

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2003 Ipsos-Reid Student Panel.

179

CHAPTER 4: COSTS AND RESOURCES

Table 4.XIV.3 — Levels of Concern About Debt (College Students Only)
All Students

Baseline Groupa

Aboriginal Students

Students With Students With
Children
a Disability

Concern About the Amount of Debt Expected at Time of Graduation
Very concerned

26.3%

25.5%

20.7%

29.6%

28.6%

Moderately concerned

17.8%

17.8%

15.2%

18.1%

16.1%

Mildly concerned

17.9%

19.2%

15.3%

15.7%

13.8%

Not at all concerned

34.5%

35.4%

40.5%

29.9%

35.0%

3.6%

2.1%

8.3%

6.7%

6.4%

Don’t know

Concern About Ability to Repay Student Debt Within a Reasonable Time Frame
Very concerned

22.3%

21.0%

18.5%

26.2%

26.3%

Moderately concerned

16.6%

17.1%

11.3%

16.3%

15.8%

Mildly concerned

16.4%

17.9%

12.8%

13.7%

10.7%

Not at all concerned

41.5%

42.1%

48.5%

38.6%

41.8%

3.1%

1.9%

8.9%

5.2%

5.4%

Don’t know

Source: David Holmes, Embracing Differences.
Note:

a The baseline group here refers to all students other than those with disabilities, with children or of Aboriginal heritage.

Figure 4.XIV.1 – Concern About Debt by Level of Anticipated Debt (College Students Only)
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Student Aid in Canada
I. Introduction—How Student Assistance Works
This chapter explains and compares the various
To say that Canada does not have a single student
provincial and territorial systems of student aid
aid system is to state the obvious. But it would not be
available in Canada. It looks at the policy differences
true to claim that the country has 13 separate
between jurisdictions in all aspects of the aid system,
student aid systems—the system is both more and
and it does so by following the “life cycle” of the loan,
less complicated than that.
from eligibility to borrowing to repayment, from
Canada has one national legislative framework
the point of view of the individual student. At the
(the Canada Student Financial Assistance Act)
same time, it will demonstrate that, despite their
underpinning student assistance in the ten jurisdifferences, Canada’s many student aid programs
dictions where the Canada Student Loans Program
are, on a fundamental level, almost identical. Small
operates and the three where it does not.
policy differences among provinces, combined with
It has two national loan programs (one for full-time
differing interactions between the
students and one for part-time
three sets of programs (federal
students). It has three quite separate
Despite
their
differences,
government, provincial and territomethods of providing assistance
Canada’s many student
rial governments and the Canada
to students (need-based, income
aid programs are, on a
Millennium Scholarship Foundation)
based and universal grants). It has
and discrepancies in the fiscal
five national grant programs, seven
fundamental level,
capacity of provinces and territories
provincial/territorial grant programs,
almost identical.
to provide appropriate assistance,
nine provincial/territorial loan remisconspire to make student aid look
sion programs, 12 provincial/territovastly more complex than it actually is. In this sense,
rial loan programs, 13 provincial/territorial student
it is a perfect microcosm of Canadian social policy.
assistance programs, 15 major providers of public stuBefore embarking on a detailed analysis of the
dent assistance, over 40 different student assistance
different programs, it is worth taking a step back to
limits (depending on a student’s province, marital
look at how the system works as a whole. There are
status, dependants and level of study), more than
three basic paradigms for student assistance in
100 different loan/grant combinations within these
Canada. What is typically considered to be “the”
aid limits and hundreds of thousands of possible
student aid system in fact represents just one of
aid configurations once assessed need is taken
these paradigms. In this main paradigm—which
into account.
accounts for 98% or more of the total assistance
This litany sounds daunting and complex, and to
provided in Canada—aid is given to full-time
an extent it is. Certainly, the system precludes any
students on the basis of financial need. There are two
easy generalization. One should not, however, be too
other paradigms, however: one for part-time
preoccupied with small differences. Fundamentally,
students (in which aid is awarded on the basis of
most of the country’s student assistance programs
income rather than need) and another which is
follow a single paradigm; while differences exist
primarily for Northern residents (in which all
between provinces, they are less significant than one
students are awarded aid regardless of income or
might expect.
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need). While most of this chapter is devoted to the
programs that make up the main paradigm, some
attention will also be devoted to other paradigms
of student financial assistance.
Within the main student aid paradigm, there are
three interlocking sets of programs: the Canada
Student Loans system, the provincial student
assistance systems and the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation. Even in Quebec, the
Northwest Territories and Nunavut, which have
chosen to opt out of the Canada Student Loans
Program, the federal system still contributes
through a system of alternative payments which
support the provincial or territorial component of
the paradigm. However, these two or three systems
do not interact with one another consistently across
all jurisdictions. This leads to significant variations
in the aid available to students in each province and
territory, even if the underlying principles of the
various programs are quite similar.
The thrust of the “micro-policy” of student aid
programs is essentially identical in all provinces and
territories, but small differences in policy between
jurisdictions can lead to vastly different outcomes.
All students make a single application to a provincial
or territorial government to obtain access to all
three forms of student assistance (or just two in
jurisdictions operating outside of the Canada
Student Loans Program). At this point their eligibility
(see Section II of this chapter) for student loans is
examined and a need assessment (Section III) is then
conducted. Very simply, a need assessment involves
adding up a student’s total resources (including
those of parents and spouses, if appropriate) and
subtracting them from the student’s total costs; the
resulting figure is defined as the student’s “need.” If
the number is greater than zero, the student can
obtain assistance.

The rules differ in each province, but if need is low
then assistance generally comes solely in the form of
a loan. As need rises, so too does the likelihood that
the student will receive part of his or her assistance
in the form of a grant. The Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation’s millennium bursaries are
specifically intended for the students with the
highest need in each province, thus ensuring that
at least some grants are available to high-need
students in each jurisdiction. Regardless of a
student’s calculated need, aid is usually capped at
a “maximum,” which may differ based on the
student’s province, the student’s level of study, the
presence of dependants and physical disability
(see Section IV on available aid).
Some—but not all—aid is portable across the
country (Section V). All federal assistance and the
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s millennium bursaries are portable, as are most provincial
loans. Provincial grants tend to be less portable.
While a student remains enrolled on a full-time
basis, all governments pay the cost of interest on
the loans (Section VI). Before a student leaves
school, some provincial governments provide debt
reduction (sometimes known as loan remission) on
loans if students have taken on exceptionally large
loan burdens (Section VII). In some provinces,
remission occurs on an annual basis, while in others
it occurs at the end of a program (whether it be a
degree, a diploma or a certificate), or even on a
monthly basis.
At the end of their studies, students must repay any
student loans they have acquired (Section VIII). Even
after the end of their studies, however, there are loan
subsidies available in the form of grace periods on
interest payments, interest relief and debt reduction.
Finally, Section IX looks at the bottom line of all
these rules: the total aid available to students in
aggregate. It also considers changes in the amount of
repayable and non-repayable aid over time.
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II. Eligibility
Students must apply and qualify for student assistance in their province or territory of residence.
“Province or territory of residence” usually means the
province or territory where an individual most
recently lived for at least 12 consecutive months
without attending a post-secondary institution on a
full-time basis. However, not all jurisdictions have
precisely the same residency requirements—the
Northwest Territories in particular uses a different
criteria for residency—so it is theoretically possible
that a Canadian citizen residing in Canada but
moving between jurisdictions may be unable to
receive student assistance in any jurisdiction.
Generally speaking, to be eligible for student
assistance a student must meet the following criteria:
1. Be a Canadian citizen, permanent resident
(this includes landed immigrants) or protected
person.
2. Be enrolled in or be qualified to enrol in
a. at least 60% of a full-time course load (usually
40% if the student has a permanent disability)
b. a program of at least 12 weeks’ duration within
a period of 15 consecutive weeks
c. a designated post-secondary institution.
The “full-time course load” criterion exists to ensure
that assistance only goes to those individuals who
are studying on a full-time basis and are therefore
unable to work on a full-time basis. The Government
of Canada also has a loans program for part-time
students, but its take-up rate is extremely low. Fewer
than 4,000 students across the country make use of it
(from a pool of over half-a-million part-time
students at colleges and universities).
The “12 weeks” criterion exists to ensure that the
program is of sufficient quality/intensiveness to be
worthy of public subsidy.
The “designated post-secondary institution”
criterion is meant to allow governments some
control over where students can use their student
loan money. Over 2,000 institutions in Canada are
designated as eligible to receive Canada Student

Loans; 85% of these are for-profit private training
institutions. Designation criteria can vary considerably in stringency from jurisdiction to jurisdiction.
In addition, student aid programs usually have
some financial criteria which must be met in order
to receive assistance. Students who have previously
defaulted on a student loan can be denied further
loans, and several programs, including the Canada
Student Loans Program, require students to pass a
credit check as well. This rule tends to apply only to
older students who have established some kind of
credit history. The general rule, where it exists, is
that that an individual with three “credit events”
(i.e., missed payments) of over 90 days on amounts
exceeding $1,000 during the previous 36 months will
be denied a student loan.

Program Limits, Lifetime Limits
and Debt Limits
Governments also limit eligibility by imposing
temporal and financial limits on eligibility. For each
degree, certificate or diploma they undertake,
students can only receive assistance for a finite
period of time. There is also a limit on “lifetime
eligibility.”
The time limit for each credential is usually the
“normal duration” of the program, plus one year. In
theory, “normal duration” represents one year for a
certificate, two years for a college diploma and four
years for a university degree. In practice, however,
things are less simple: exceptions are routinely made
for students in longer programs (e.g., engineering,
which usually takes five years) and for students
who switch degree programs. The limit on lifetime
eligibility, including both borrowing and interestfree status, is 340 “weeks of study,” (which in practice
means ten academic years). A short extension is
permitted for doctoral students (400 weeks), and
students with disabilities are allowed a longer
timeframe (520 weeks). For part-time students, there
is no maximum duration of assistance; however, the
outstanding principal of all Canada Student Loans
cannot exceed a cumulative maximum of $4,000.
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Table 5A.II.1 — Comparison of Student Assistance Eligibility Criteria 2003–04

Citizenship
√

Provincial Residency

60% (40% for
Students With
Disabilities)

N/A

√

BC

√

√

√

√

√

AB

√

√

√

√

SK

√

√

√

Any length, provided
studies are full-time
√

MB

√

√

√

√

√

ON

√

√

√

√

√

QC

√

√

80%

NB

√

√

√

√

√

PE

√

√

√

√

√

NS

√

√

√

√

√

NL

√

√

√

80%
Semester 1–6:60%
Semester 7+: 75%

√

YT

√
Generally requires two
years of residency before
eligibility for territorial
assistance is granted. A
shorter (12-month) waiting
period for eligibility is only
possible if the individual is
under 19 and completes at
least one year of secondary
school in Yukon.

√

√

NT

√

√

√

NU

√

√

√

√

Canada
Millennium
Scholarship
Foundation

√

Variesa

Variesa

Variesa

Program
Canada Student
Loans Program

Note:

12 Weeks

Credit Checks

√

√

√

Variesa

a The Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation is legally required to integrate with provincial and territorial programs whenever
possible. As a result of a series of negotiated agreements with the provinces and territories, eligibility criteria for the Foundation’s
millennium bursaries in each province and territory are largely similar to those of the provincial or territorial program in each jurisdiction. Eligibility criteria for millennium bursaries therefore vary slightly from one jurisdiction to another. However, the Foundation
also has its own eligibility criteria which differ from those of the provincial and territorial programs—most notably, students must
have completed at least 60% of a year of full-time studies in order to be considered for a millennium bursary, and only students at
the undergraduate level are eligible.

A few jurisdictions also put limits on the total
amount of assistance an individual can receive.
Sometimes these limits are applied to the total
amount of assistance received (e.g., millennium
bursaries); sometimes they are applied to the total
amount borrowed (e.g., British Columbia, Quebec).
These categories sound similar but are actually
different—jurisdictions with debt limits will permit

total borrowing in excess of the debt limit, provided
that the student has already paid back some earlier
loans, whereas in the case of a limit on total
assistance, the student can never receive additional
assistance from a particular source once the limit
has been reached.
Table 5A.II.2 compares student assistance
program limits across the country.
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Table 5A.II.2 — Comparison of Student Assistance Program Limits
Program

Limit per Program

Lifetime Limit

Debt Limit

Canada Student
Loans Program

Normal duration
plus one year

340 weeks (doctorate = 400;
students with disabilities = 520)

None

BC

Normal duration
plus one year

As per CSLP

$35,000 (borrowing limit)

AB

Normal duration
plus one year

Undergraduate and private vocational school students: $40,000

None

Master’s — $50,000
Ph.D. — $60,000
Professional students:
Pharmacy, optometry,
veterinary — $50,000
Dental hygienist — $55,000
MBA, chiropractic — $60,000
Law — $70,000
Dentistry, medicine — $95,000
SK

Normal duration
plus one year

As per CSLP

None

MB

Normal duration
plus one year

As per CSLP

None

ON

Normal duration
plus one year

As per CSLP, except no limit for
students with disabilities

None

QC

Normal duration
plus one trimester
(grants)

22 semesters at university level

Borrowing limits
Secondary School — $21,000
CEGEP (college) — $15,000 to $25,000,
depending on the program

Normal duration
plus three trimesters
(loans)

Undergraduate — $25,000 to
$30,000, depending on program
length
Master’s — $35,000 to $40,000,
depending on program length
Doctorate — $45,000
Outside Canada — $60,000

NB

Normal duration
plus one year

PE

Normal duration
plus one year

As per CSLP

Normal duration
plus one year

As per CSLP

NS

As per CSLP

None
None
None

NL

Normal duration
plus one year

As per CSLP

None

YT

Normal duration
plus one year

Five years/Ten semesters/
15 quarters

None

NT

None

20 semesters

$47,000 (borrowing limit)

NU

Normal duration
plus one year

None

$26,600 if in receipt of a
Basic Grant (see Table 5A.IV.2)
$36,000 if not in receipt of a
Basic Grant

Canada
Millennium
Scholarship
Foundation

N/A

32 months

$20,000
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III. Need Assessment
In most of Canada, student assistance is not a
universal program.1 It is not even an income-tested
program. Rather, it is a need-tested program. The
distinction between income-tested and need-tested
is crucial: the former simply tests income, while
the latter tests both income and costs. In an incometested program, two people with identical incomes
will receive the same benefits. In a need-tested
program, like student assistance, two people with
identical incomes may receive very different benefits
if their respective costs for attending post-secondary
education are different. The assessment process for
student assistance programs is thus considerably
more complicated than the assessment process for
other income-support programs.

How Need is Assessed
In Canadian student assistance programs need is
assessed according to the following four-step
procedure:
1. The student’s category is identified.
2. The costs of the student’s post-secondary studies
are assessed.
3. The student’s available resources are determined.
4. The student’s need is calculated by subtracting
available (or expected) resources from assessed
costs.

Step 1. Determining a Student’s Category
A student’s category determines the types of expenses
that are considered, as well as the resources that are
taken into account when need is assessed.
Each student falls into one of the following
six categories:
1. Single Dependent—living at Home (SDH)
2. Single Dependent—living Away from home (SDA)
3. Single Independent—living at Home (SIH)
4. Single Independent—living Away from home (SIA)
5. Married (M)
6. Single Parent (SP).
Different types of students have different assessed
costs. Students living at home are considered to have
lower costs than students who are living away from
home. Married students are considered to have
higher costs than single students. Students with
children or other dependants have additional costs,
based on the number of dependants in the family.
In addition to affecting the way costs are assessed,
the distinction between dependent and independent
student is crucial in terms of the student’s resources.
Independent students only have their own resources
assessed. Dependent students have their parents’
income assessed as well, which makes obtaining assistance considerably more difficult. Married students,
similarly, have their partners’ resources taken into
account. The various definitions of dependent and
independent are shown in Table 5A.III.1.

Table 5A.III.1 — Definition of an Independent Student

1.

Program

A student is independent if he or she is …

Canada Student Loans
Program, plus all provinces/
territories except ON and QC

Married/divorced/widowed, has a dependant, has been in the workforce for
two years and/or has been out of secondary school for at least four years.

ON

Married/divorced/widowed, has a dependant, has been in the workforce for
two years and/or has been out of secondary school for at least five years.
(Note: As of August 2004, Ontario will adopt CSL definition.)

QC

Married/divorced/widowed, has a dependant, is at least 20 weeks pregnant, has
been in the workforce for two years, has completed a Bachelor’s degree, has been
out of full-time studies for seven years and/or has no surviving parents.

NU/NT

Not applicable, all students considered independent.

Nunavut and the Northwest Territories are an exception: they provide most student assistance on a universal basis rather than according to
assessed need.
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Step 2. Assessing Student Costs
In the Canada Student Loans Program’s need
assessment process, the cost of post-secondary
studies includes both education and living costs. A
student’s education and living costs are assessed for
the entire academic year. All of the provinces adopt a
similar approach, with some differences in Quebec,
Ontario and the Northwest Territories. Table 5A.III.2

lists the educational and monthly allowances for
each province sorted by student category.
In addition to these costs, there is a range of costs
that can be taken into consideration on an exceptional, case-by-case basis. These include alimony and
child support, funeral costs, legal expenses, etc.
Provinces usually also have some discretion in
making allowances for items like relocation expenses.

Table 5A.III.2 — Assessed Costs During Study Period
Books
and Supplies
Up to a maximum
of $3,000

Living
Allowances
See Table 5A.III.3

As per CSLP

Actual costs as
stipulated by the
institution

ON

Actual amount,
except for deregulated fee programs
in Ontario, for
which tuition and
compulsory fees
are capped at
$2250/term for
non-co-op
programs and
$2675/term for
co-op programs.

QC

NT/NU

Program
Canada Student
Loans Program,
plus all provinces/
territories except
AB, ON and QC

Tuition and Fees
Actual amount
payable to the
educational
institution

Travel
If living away
from home, up
to two trips per
year (max. $600
per trip)

Childcare
Actual cost, up to
a monthly ceiling
which varies from $400
to $800, depending on
the province

AB

See Table 5A.III.3

As per CSLP

Actual cost, up to $430/
month with receipts;
if single parent, up to
$75/month without
receipts; if married, $0
if spouse is not working.

As per CSLP

See Table 5A.III.3

As per CSLP

For married students
with 1–2 children, actual
costs up to $40/wk per
child. With 3+ children,
up to $80/wk (for the
first two children) and
Ontario bursary assistance for additional
children. For solesupport parents with
1–2 children, actual
costs up to $83/wk per
child. For 3+ children,
up to $166/wk (for
the first two children)
and Ontario bursary
assistance for additional
children.

Actual amount, up
to a maximum of
$6,000/trimester

Up to a maximum
of $375/term,
depending on the
program

See Table 5A.III.3

$498/year if
the student
is from one
of Quebec’s
“regions
périphiques”

Up to $35/week per
child (based on cost of
public daycare)

Varies depending
on territory and
Aboriginal status

Varies depending
on territory and
Aboriginal status

Varies depending
on territory and
Aboriginal status

Up to two
economy-class
return trips
per year

Varies
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Table 5A.III.3 — Monthly Student Living Allowances for 2003–04
Program
Single student away
from home

QC
(CSLP)a
$800

QC
(AFE)b
$701

$1,036

$1,018

$950

$1,605

$1,555

$1,454

No special calculation—
assumed to be single

$415

$391

$406

NL
$761

PE
$758

NS
$804

NB
$774

Single parent
(without
dependants)

$1,019

$980

$1,064

Married student
& spouse (without
dependants)

$1,519

$1,515

$349

$393

Each dependantc

$325 for the first child;
$300 for each
additional child

$370

$325

Single student living
at home

$348

$380

$374

$372

Program
Single student away
from home

ON
$937

MB
$824

SK
$777

AB
(CSLP/PSL)
$821/730

BC
$971

YT
$933

Single parent
(without
dependants)

$1,212

$1,007

$966

$1,018

$1,238

$1,295

$1,476

Married student
& spouse (without
dependants)

$1,799

$1,591

$1,497

$1,584/1,455

$1,920

$1,877

$2,076

Each dependantc

$500

$461

$399

$432/315

$518

$417

$581

Single student living
at home

$391

$394

$375

$392/347

$402

$409

$431

NT & NU
$1,127

Source: Canada Student Loans Program Policy Manual, Aide Financière aux Etudes Student Financial Assistance Guide and the Government
of Alberta.
Note:

a This column refers to allowable living expenses for students receiving Canada Student Loans and residing in Quebec.
b This column refers to allowable living expenses for students receiving assistance through the Government of Quebec’s Aide
Financière aux Études (AFE). AFE applies the same living allowance calculation regardless of where a student studies. AFE uses a
weekly rather than a monthly allowance for living expenses—in this chart, weeks have been converted to months at a rate of 4.35
weeks per month. Childcare costs are calculated on a yearly basis, and have been converted to months by assuming a school year
of eight months. Admissible childcare costs are lower in Quebec because the province provides substantial family assistance
outside the student assistance system.
c The amounts in this row are added to the baseline amount for a single parent without dependants.

Table 5A.III.3 shows the living allowances used in
the need assessment process by jurisdiction. The
amount of the living allowance varies from one
jurisdiction to the next according to the cost of living
in each province and territory. Of particular interest
in this table is the difference between students who
receive assistance from the Canada Student Loans
Program and those who receive it through Quebec’s
Aide Financière aux Études. The Canada Student
Loans Program clearly allows higher expenses for
students in Quebec than the Quebec government
does. It is also clear that Quebec students are at a
further disadvantage if they leave the province,

because the Quebec program does not recognize
different cost structures in different provinces.
A single Quebec student at the University of Ottawa
is thus assumed by the Aide Financière aux Études
to be able to survive on $701 a month; a single
student from Ontario is assumed by the federal and
provincial programs to require $937 to get by.
Table 5A.III.3 also shows that Alberta has, in
effect, two cost assessment systems—one to assess
eligibility for Canada Student Loans, and one to
assess eligibility for provincial student loans. In all
categories, the federal allowance is higher than the
provincial one.
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Step 3. Determining Student Resources
When calculating a student’s total resources, assistance programs may take three kinds of resources
into account—student resources, family resources
and spousal resources. The “expected” contribution
from different sources not only differs depending on
the source, it often varies by the type of resource. As
a result, there are in effect eight different “tax” rates
on student resources, depending on the type and
source of income.

Table 5A.III.4 looks specifically at the treatment of
student income and assets. The comparison shows
that there are some significant differences between
provinces in terms of calculating student resources
and contributions, most notably with respect to
personal savings. Quebec and the Northwest
Territories do not consider a student’s personal
savings when calculating resources, whereas in
the rest of Canada students are basically required
to deplete their savings accounts before they can

Table 5A.III.4 — Student Resources
Program

Canada
Student Loans
Program, plus
all provinces
except AB, ON
and QC

AB

Pre-Study
Income
In practice, about
$1,600 to $2,200 if the
student lived at home,
and $25 to $600 if he
or she lived away
from homea

Study Period
Income
100% of all
income over
$50/week of
study

Scholarship
Income
100% of
scholarship
income over
$1,800

As above for CSL; For
PSL, if worked less
than 2 months, actual
savings.

100% of all
income over
$225/week

Savings
100% of
personal
savings

Assets
Cars worth over $5,000 are
considered assets (the first
$5,000 is discounted), as is
the portion of non-locked-in
RRSP exceeding $2,000 x
(number of years out of
secondary education), if
applicable. 100% of assets
are considered as resources

100% of
scholarship
income over
$1,600

Same as
above

As per CSLP

2 months — $720
3 months — $1,080
4 months — $1,450
ON

As per CSLP

If no scholarship
income, then
as per CSLP.
If scholarship
income, then as
per CSLP up to a
combined work
plus scholarship
maximum of
$3,500

If no work
income, then
100% of scholarship income
over $3,500. If
work income,
then 100% of a
combined work
plus scholarship
income of $3,500

As per
CSLP

As per CSLP, except for RRSP
exception which is $2,000 x
number of years out of
secondary school

QC

The student’s contribution is based on
the previous year’s
educational status:

50% of all
income over
the minimum
summer
contribution

100% of scholarship income over
$5,000

0% of
personal
savings

Assets are not considered
as resources

Secondary — $430
College/CEGEP — $940
University — $1,280b
NT (repayable
loans only)

10% of net income
for four months prior
to start of studies

None

0% Scholarships;
100% bursaries
and fellowships

0% of
personal
savings

Assets are not considered
as resources

YT and NU

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

Note:

a The actual amount is the larger of the following two calculations: 1) a minimum monthly contribution (which varies between
provinces) or 2) 80% of all income, minus living expenses (as calculated in Table 5A.III.3 above) and taxes.
b This amount is based on the assumption that the student did not work in the summer. It may also be reduced based on the number
of courses taken over the summer.
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receive any government assistance. Some differences also exist between provinces in the treatment
of merit scholarship income and work income.
Generally speaking, one can say that Quebec and the
Northwest Territories’ treatment of student income
and assets is significantly more lenient than
programs in the rest of the country (especially those
provinces whose approach is identical to the Canada
Student Loans Program).

Table 5A.III.5 shows the differences in the treatment of parental contributions across the country.
Differences between provinces within the Canada
Student Loans Program “zone” are largely restricted
to differences in the treatment of parental assets.
Only Ontario takes a different approach to parental
contributions; even so, the difference is minimal,
amounting in practice to requiring a couple of
hundred additional dollars from families in the
lower-middle part of the income scale.

Table 5A.III.5 — Calculation of Parental Contribution
Program

Parental Income Exemption
The exemption varies by province, but below a minimum
amount of after-tax income for
a two-person family (between
$28,228 in NB and $33,672 in
BC, plus $5,000 per extra family
member), no contribution
is required

Parental Contribution Rate
45% of the first $3,000 of aftertax income above the exemption
level, 60% of the next $3,000
of after-tax income above the
exemption level and 75% of
all income above that

Treatment of Parental Assets
At the discretion of each
province, but generally assets
are not considered as resources
and so no contribution from
assets is required

AB

Same as above

Same as above

5% of net worth of parental
business assets over $250,000

BC

Same as above

Same as above

1% of personal assets (excluding
RRSPs, vehicles and principal
residence) over $150,000

ON (until
August 2004 —
subsequently,
as per CSLP)

As above for CSL; for PSL,
below the after-tax minimum
of $30,000 for a two-person
family (plus $5,000 per extra
family member), no contribution is required

If after-tax income is between
$30,000 and $40,000, the contribution is $100 plus 5% of
income over $30,000.

No contribution from assets
is required

QC

Below a pre-tax minimum
income of $21,885 (if parents
are living together) or $19,755
(if parents are living apart),
plus an additional $2,105 if
both parents work, plus $2,660
for the first child and $2,400 for
each additional child, no
contribution is required

The contribution is 19% of the
first $36,000 of pre-tax income
above the exemption level, 29%
of the next $10,000 in income,
39% of the next $10,000 in
income, and 49% of any income
above that

Assets under $90,000 ($250,000
for farmers and fishers) are
exempt; parents are required
to make a contribution equal to
2% of the value of their assets
above this level

NT (repayable
loans only)

N/A

No contribution required

None

YT and NU

N/A

N/A

N/A

Canada
Student Loans
Program, plus
all provinces
except AB, ON
and QC

If after-tax income is above
$40,000, then contribution
formula is identical to that
of the Canada Student Loans
Program above
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Figure 5A.III.1 — Expected Parental Contributions in Quebec, Manitoba and Ontario
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Source: Canada Student Loans Program and Aide Financière aux Études.

Because Quebec’s parental contributions are
done on a pre-tax rather than a post-tax basis,
comparing Quebec’s treatment of parental contributions with other programs across the country is
somewhat more difficult. Figure 5A.III.1 helps make
the comparison clearer. This diagram compares the
expected family contribution for three identical
families (two parents and two children, only one of
whom is enrolled in post-secondary studies) from
Quebec, Ontario (a high-cost CSLP province) and
Manitoba (a low-cost CSLP province). The difference
in required contributions between Ontario and
Manitoba is not that surprising, based as they are on
different costs of living in the two provinces. The
difference between Quebec and Manitoba, two
provinces where the cost of living is roughly equal, is
more revealing. The threshold at which family
contributions are required is much lower in Quebec
than in the rest of Canada. Even though the “tax” rate
progresses at a higher rate outside Quebec, at any
given level of family income, more is required of
parents in Quebec than in the rest of the country.

Table 5A.III.6 shows that there are some notable
differences in the treatment of spousal income across
the country. The minimum income-exemption level
is lower in Quebec than in the rest of Canada; on the
other hand, the contribution rate progresses more
steeply in the Canada Student Loans Program zone
than in Quebec, and assets are “taxed” much more
severely. Looking back at Table 5A.III.5 reveals that
Quebec assesses spousal and parental contributions
equally, while in the rest of the country, spouses are
required to contribute at much lower levels of
income than parents, and their contribution rate
progresses more steeply. In fact, in the Canada
Student Loans Program zone a married student with
no dependants whose spouse earned $25,000 or
more would have spousal contributions set so high
that he or she would likely be ineligible for loans.
A similar student in Quebec would not have any
expected spousal contributions and would therefore
still receive a substantial amount of assistance.
These differences are shown in Figure 5A.III.2.
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Table 5A.III.6 — Calculation of Spousal Contribution
Program

Canada
Student Loans
Program, plus
all provinces
except AB, ON
and QC

Spousal Income Exemption
Equal to the student’s living
allowance (see Table 5A.III.3),
which in practice amounts to
between $11,600 and $14,800
(after tax) per eight-month
school year

Spousal Contribution Rate
The highest of the following
amounts:

1) a minimum monthly
contribution (varies by
province between $800 and
$1,000/month, minus the
monthly living allowance
(in practice, about $150), or

Treatment of Spousal Assets
Cars worth over $5,000 are
considered assets, as are
RRSPs worth more than
$2,000 x (student’s age - 18).
100% of assets are considered
as resources.

2) 80% of all income above
the living allowance (see
Table 5A.III.3)
AB

As above for CSL; For PSL,
$200/month

As above for CSL; for PSL, 100%
of income above minimum

Same as above

ON

For married students where
one partner is a student, 20%
of spouse’s net income during
the study period. Where both
spouses are students, 100% of
50% of partner’s net income
during the study period less an
exemption of $50/wk of study

For married students where
one partner is a student, the
minimum expected contribution
is (Ontario minimum wage X
average number of weekly work
hours X 4.3 less partner’s monthly
taxes X number of months in
the study period). For married
students where both spouses are
students, there is no expected
minimum contribution

Same as above

QC

Below a pre-tax minimum
income of $19,755, plus $2,660
for the first child and $2,400
for each additional child, no
contribution is required

The contribution is 19% of the
first $36,000 of pre-tax income
above the exemption level, 29%
of the next $10,000 in income,
39% of the next $10,000 in
income and 49% of any income
above that

Not considered

NT (repayable
loans only)

None

10% of net income for four
months prior to start of studies

None

YT and NU

N/A

N/A

N/A

Step 4. Calculating Assessed Student Need
This is the simplest part of the need assessment
exercise. Assessed need is determined by subtracting
the student’s total assessed resources from his or her
total assessed costs. If the resulting figure is zero or
less, then the student is not considered to have “need”
and is therefore ineligible for student assistance. If the
figure is positive, the student is eligible for assistance.
Ideally, the student would be able to receive an
amount of assistance equal to his or her assessed
need; however, as detailed in Section IV of this
chapter, the amount of available aid is finite, therefore
the level of assistance received by the student may not
always equal his or her assessed need.

The Exception: Part-Time Student Loans
In the much smaller world of part-time student
loans, need testing does not exist. Instead, a much
simpler family-income test is used in order to determine whether a student is eligible for assistance.
Assets, expenditures and so on are not considered.
In addition to being a simpler test, the assessment
for part-time students is actually considerably more
generous than the need assessment formula for
full-time students. An independent full-time student
earning $14,000 would be unlikely to receive any
assistance under the Canada Student Loans
Program. If the same student were to drop one or
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Figure 5A.III.2—Expected Spousal Contributions in Quebec, Manitoba and Ontario
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Source: Canada Student Loans Program and Aide Financière aux Études.

two courses and become a part-time student, he or
she would instantly be eligible for $4,000 in loans
and $1,200 in grants. The only disadvantage of
part-time loans, from a financial point of view, is that
the borrower must pay interest on the loan while he
or she is still in school (which is not the case for
full-time loans).
One might expect that this anomaly would
lead some students to drop courses in order to
benefit from the less stringent eligibility criteria for
assistance; however, evidence shows that the takeup rate on part-time loans and grants is exceedingly
low. This suggests that students either do not know
about the difference between the two programs or
that the financial benefit they would reap by moving
to part-time student assistance is outweighed by the
accompanying delay in completing their studies.

Table 5A.III.7 — Means Test for Canada Student Loans
(for Part-Time Students) and Canada Study Grants
(for High-Need Part-Time Students)
Family
Size
1

Maximum Family
Income to Qualify
for $4,000 Loan

Maximum Family
Income to Qualify
for $1,200 Grant

$26,100

$14,100

2

$34,800

$23,300

3

$43,600

$31,900

4

$50,500

$37,800

5

$56,300

$43,700

6

$62,400

$48,600

7

$68,300

$53,000

8

$72,600

$56,800

9

$75,200

$60,100

10

$78,200

$62,700
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IV. Available Aid
aid equivalent to 60% of his or her assessed need,
up to a maximum of $165 per week. Provincial
governments provide the remaining 40%, leading to
a loan maximum of $275 per week or $9,350 per year
for students in a standard 34-week program. In some
provinces, assistance from the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation (i.e., millennium bursaries)
can be added to student loan maxima; in others,
millennium bursaries replace part of the student
loan.2 Table 5A.IV.1 shows the available aid in
different provinces across the country.
Figure 5A.IV.1 provides a graphic representation
of the aid maxima across the country. Considered in
this way, Quebec appears to be considerably more
“generous” than other jurisdictions. But these values
represent theoretical maxima rather than the
amounts which students actually receive. In fact,
due to stricter need assessment criteria (see Section
III above), lower tuition fees, subsidized daycare,
higher family allowances and lower costs of living,
students in Quebec tend to have lower need, and
thus receive less student assistance than students

Student assistance is available to meet a student’s
assessed need, as explained in the previous section,
up to a pre-determined maximum. This maximum is
usually expressed in terms of dollars of assistance
per week of study, but can be expressed on an annual
basis (as is the case in Quebec and Alberta).
Although the Canada Student Loans Program tries
to set “equal conditions” across the country by
providing aid up to a standard maximum of $165 per
week, the actual maximum amount of assistance
across the country can vary considerably according
to a student’s situation and the generosity of the
provincial student assistance system.

The Basic Package for Full-Time Students
Single, full-time students (who comprise the vast
majority of students in the post-secondary
education system) are treated similarly in those
provinces which fall within the Canada Student
Loans Program zone. Under the “60/40” formula, the
Government of Canada provides a student with

Figure 5A.IV.1 — Weekly Need-Based Assistance Limits for Single Full-Time Students Without Dependants in 2003–04
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Max. Grant
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$100
$0
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a Through its Debt Reduction Program, the Government of Saskatchewan reduces all student loan amounts to a maximum of
$200/week of study. See Table 5A.VII.I for a full description.

It is important to note that the Canada’s Millenium Scholarship Foundation’s Millennium Bursary Program is non-repayable assistance in every
Canadian jurisdiction, however, in Manitoba, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, Saskatchewan and Nova Scotia the money is paid as loan
remission and is not included in the total award to the student. Where millenium bursaries appear as upfront cash grants they are displayed in
Tables 5A.IV.1 and .2 and where the bursaries are debt remission they appear in Table 5A.VII.1 dealing with debt reduction.

196

T H E P R I C E O F K N O W L E D G E 2 0 0 4 : A C C E S S A N D S T U D E N T F I N A N C E I N C A N A DA

elsewhere in the country. Similarly, the territories appear to provide less assistance to their students than other
jurisdictions, but this is true only insofar as need-based aid is concerned. Most territorial student assistance is
provided on a universal basis (as detailed below). When the two types of assistance are combined, the total territorial student assistance maxima are considerably more than those of provincial programs, reflecting the much
higher living and transportation costs faced by northern students.

Table 5A.IV.1 — Need-Based Assistance Limits for Single, Full-Time Students With No Dependants in 2003–04
(Based on 34 Weeks of Study)
Province/
Territory
BC

Type of Student
Single, no
dependants

Total Maximum
Loan
$275/week

Total Maximum
Grants
$110/week (weeks
37–136 of postsecondary only)

Source of Grants
B.C. Grant,
millennium bursary

Total Maximum
Assistancea
$275/week

AB

Single, no
dependants

$14,300/year
($421/week)

$3,000/semester
($88/week)

Alberta Opportunity
Grant (1st or 2nd
year), millennium
bursary (2nd year
onward)

$14,300/year
($421/week)

SKb

Single, no
dependants

$275/week

$0

N/A

$275/week

Special Incentive
Studentsc
(no dependants)

$385/week

$0

N/A

$385/week

MB

Single, no
dependants

$275/week

$40/week

Manitoba Study
Assistance

$315/week

ON

Single, no
dependants

$275/week

$3,000 bursary/year
($88/week)

Millennium bursary

$275/week

QC

Cegep student

$2,005/yeard
($59/week)

$12,787/year
($376/week)

AFE Bursary,
millennium bursary

$14,792/year
($435/week)

Undergraduate
student

$2,460/yeard
($72/week)

$14,853/year
($437/week)

AFE Bursary,
millennium bursary

$17,293/year
($509/week)

Graduate student

$3,255/yeard
($96/week)

$14,853/year
($437/week)

AFE Bursary

$18,088/year
($533/week)

NB

Single, no
dependants

$275/week

$90/week

New Brunswick
Bursary

$365/week

PE

Single, no
dependants

$330/week

$0

N/A

$330/week

NS

Single, no
dependants

$315/week

$0

N/A

$315/week

NL

Single, no
dependants

$275/week

Up to $1,750/year
($51/week)

Millennium bursary

$326/week

YT

Single, no
dependants

$165/week

$0 (but see
non-need-based
aid below)

N/A

$165/week

NT

Single, no
dependants

$1,100/month

$0 (but see nonneed-based aid)

N/A

$1,100/month
($253/week)

NU

Single, no
dependants

$165/week

$0 (but see nonneed-based aid)

N/A

$165/week

Note:

a The values in the “Total Maximum Loan” and “Total Maximum Grants” columns do not necessarily add up to the figure in the final
column, “Total Maximum Assistance,” because grants sometimes displace loans.
b Through its Debt Reduction Program, the Government of Saskatchewan reduces all student loans amount to a maximum of
$200/week of study. See Table 5A.VII.I for a full description.
c Special Incentive Students include Non-Status Indians, Métis and students residing in northern Saskatchewan.
d These totals apply only for students eligible for both loans and grants (students within the normal duration of studies plus one
term). If a student is eligible for loans only (students within normal duration of studies plus two or three terms), then the total
maximum assistance will be equal to the maximum loan amount.
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Non-Need-Based Aid
Some jurisdictions, in addition to (or instead of) need-based aid, also provide non-need-based aid—that is, a
flat amount of assistance for all students regardless of income. Table 5A.IV.2 summarizes the different nonneed-based programs across the country.

Table 5A.IV.2 — Non-Need-Based Aid Programs in Canada
Province
PE

Name of Program
Island Student Awards

Type of Student
Third and fourth year at UPEI,
second and third year at Holland
College and second year at
Université Sainte-Anne

Amount
$600/year, lifetime maximum
of $1,200

YT

Yukon Grant

Any post-secondary student

$1,240/semester plus return airfare
to Edmonton or Vancouver

NT

Basic Grant

NT Indigenous Aboriginal
Students and all students
schooled from grade 1–12
in the NWT

Up to $1,750/semester for tuition
and fees, and up to $300/semester
for books and supplies and up to
two return economy-class return
trips/year

Supplementary Grant

NT Indigenous Aboriginal
Students

$300/month if the student is living
with his or her parents; minimum
$700/month if living alone and it
varies after that depending on
martial status and dependants

Remissible Loan (which
is remised at a rate of
min. $1,000/every four
months lived in the NWT
if the student graduates
and lives in the Northwest
Territories after graduation)

NT Indigenous Aboriginal
Students and all students
schooled from grade 1–12
in the NWT.

$300/month if the student is
living with his or her parents;
$700/month if living alone or
with a working spouse; plus
$200/month for the first three
dependants and $50/month for
each additional dependant

Basic Grant

NU Aboriginals and individuals
schooled in NU (one year of
grants for every three years of
school in NU)

$1,250 plus return airfare to the
nearest Arctic college location or
the nearest southern “gateway city”
(Ottawa, Montreal, Winnipeg
or Edmonton)

Supplementary Grant

NU Aboriginals

Up to $200 for books plus monthly
allowance of between $205 and
$1,505, depending on marital
status, dependants, etc. (a single
independent student with no
dependants receives $675/month)

Students receiving a Basic Grant
(see above)

$3,200/year plus $4,000 for the
first dependant and $500 for each
additional dependant

Students not receiving a
Basic Grant

$4,400/year plus $5,200 for the
first dependant and $500 for each
additional dependant

NU

Primary Loans
Secondary Loans
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Assistance for Students with Dependants
In addition to the aid available in the basic packages,
most student aid programs provide students with
dependants with extra resources in consideration of
their greater level of financial need. The total
amount of assistance available for students with
dependants, not surprisingly, varies somewhat
across the country. Within the Canada Student Loans

Program zone there is a standard assistance program
known as the Canada Study Grants for Students with
Dependants. This program provides an extra $40 per
week in grants to students who have either one or
two dependants and $60 per week to students with
three or more dependants. In addition to this, many
provinces set higher assistance limits for students
with dependants.

Table 5A.IV.3 — Total Need-Based Assistance Limits for Full-Time Students With One Dependant in 2003–04
(Based on 34 Weeks of Study)

Province
BC

Basic
Assistance Limit
$275/week

Canada Study
Grant for Students
With Dependants
$40/week

Additional Provincial/
Territorial Assistance for
Students With Dependants
Up to $120/week in grants
(for the first 170 weeks of
post-secondary only) or
loans (thereafter)

Total Aid
Maximum
$435/week

AB

$14,300/year
($421/week)

$40/week

Up to $6,000 in
maintenance grants

$21,660/year
($637/week)

SK

$275/week

$40/week

Up to $85/week in grants

$400/week

MB

$315/week

$40/week

None

$355/week

ON

$275/week

$40/week

Up to $185/week in loans
(and eligible for remission)

$500/week
(also applies to
married students)

QC
(CEGEP)

$14,792/year
($435/week)

N/A

$3,450
($112/week)

$18,602/year
($547/week)

QC
(undergraduate)

$17,293/year
($509/week)

N/A

$3,450
($112/week)

$20,743/year
($610/week)

QC
(graduate)

$18,088/year
($533/week)

N/A

$3,450
($112/week)

$21,538/year
($634/week)

NB

$355/weeka

$40/week

None

$395/week

PE

$330/week

$40/week

None

$370/week

NS

$315/week

$40/week

None

$355/week

NL

$326/week

$40/week

None

$366/week

YT

$165/week

$40/week

None

$205/week

NT

$1,100/month
($253/week)

N/A

None (but see nonneed-based aid above)

$1,100/month
($253/week)

NU

$165/week

N/A

None (but see nonneed-based aid above)

$165/week

Note:

a The maximum assistance level from Canada Student Loans, provincial student loans and New Brunswick Bursaries is $10 lower for
students with dependants than students without dependants ($355 vs. $365).
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Figure 5A.IV.2 — Weekly Need-Based Assistance Limits for Full-Time Students With One Dependant in 2003–04
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Source: Canada Student Loans Program and Aide Financière aux Études.

Students With Disabilities
Students with disabilities, like students with
dependants, are eligible for extra assistance across
the country in order to assist them with the higher
costs they face in attending post-secondary education. In addition to regular need-based aid,
students with disabilities within the Canada Student
Loans Program zone are eligible for a grant of up to
$8,000 per loan year to cover exceptional learning

costs related to their disability which are not
normally taken into account in need assessment,
and, in the case of those who have “unmet need”
(i.e., need in excess of provincial and federal
maxima), another grant of up to $2,000 is available.
Some provinces also provide additional assistance
on top of the existing federal loan assistance.
Table 5A.IV.4 shows the different assistance
levels available to students with disabilities across
the country.

200

T H E P R I C E O F K N O W L E D G E 2 0 0 4 : A C C E S S A N D S T U D E N T F I N A N C E I N C A N A DA

Table 5A.IV.4 — Assistance for Students With Disabilities
Jurisdiction
BC

Basic Assistance
$275/week

Canada Study Grants
Up to $10,000 grant for exceptional education costs related
to disability (minimum 40%
course load required)—$8,000
comes from CSG for Students
with Disabilities intended to
cover costs related to disability
(e.g., cost of signing or notetaking), $2,000 from CSG for
high-need students with
disabilities intended to cover
need above CSL/PSL maximum

Provincial/Territorial Assistance
Up to $10,000 grant for exceptional
education costs related to disability
($12,000 for students in attendant
care)

AB

$14,300/year ($421/week)

Up to $10,000 grant

If costs exceed $8,000, additional
assistance may be available from
the Disability Related Employment
Supports program.
Alberta Grants for Students with
Disabilities, worth up to $2,000, is
available for students who do not
qualify for CSL

SK

$275 to $400/week

Up to $10,000 grant

Up to $2,000 grant

MB

$315/week

Up to $10,000 grant

None

ON

$275/week

Up to $10,000 grant

Up to $2,000 grant for exceptional
education costs related to disability;
deaf students attending approved
schools abroad are eligible for
bursary assistance for education
costs above $275/week.

QC

$14,792 to $18,088/year
($435 to $533/week)

N/A

Treated as a full-time student even if
taking courses on a part-time basis;
extra allowances for educational
equipment; all student assistance
provided as grants (no loans)

NB

$365/week

Up to $10,000 grant

None

PE

$330/week

Up to $10,000 grant

None

NS

$315/week

Up to $10,000 grant

None

NL

$275/week

Up to $10,000 grant

None

YT

$165/week

Up to $10,000 grant

None

NT

$300/month if the student
is living with his or her
parents; minimum
$700/month if living alone
and it varies after that
depending on martial
status and dependants

N/A

Up to $8,000 grant for exceptional
education costs related to disability
(minimum 40% course load
required); up to $1,100/month extra
in repayable loans also available

NU

$165/week

N/A

None
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Other Special Assistance for
Full-Time Students

Assistance for Part-Time Students

One final type of extra assistance is available—at least
among provinces participating in the Canada Student
Loans Program—for women doctoral students. This
need-based grant of up to $3,000/year (maximum:
three years) was introduced in 1995 in order to
encourage women to enter doctoral studies in fields
in which they were traditionally “under-represented”
(which in this instance means any discipline in which
the proportion of female students in doctoral studies
nationally was under 35% during the previous seven
years). Generally speaking, these grants are available
primarily for students in the hard sciences rather than
for students pursuing programs in the social sciences
and humanities, although programs such as music,
economics and political science are still eligible.

Assistance limits for part-time students are considerably lower than those for full-time students because
it is generally assumed that students who are
studying part-time have sufficient time to devote
to paid employment and therefore do not need
much assistance. In fact, most governments do not
provide assistance to part-time students; only the
Governments of Canada, Ontario and the Northwest
Territories do so.
Table 5A.IV.5 shows the assistance limits for parttime student aid in each jurisdiction. It should be
noted that the $4,000 limit on Canada Student Loans
is not, like most other limits cited here, a weekly or
annual limit; instead, it is a limit on total assistance.
No student may borrow more than $4,000 at one time
from the program. Should the loan be repaid,
another $4,000 will become available. Similarly, the
Northwest Territories’ part-time grant has a $5,000
lifetime limit. Only the Ontario program sets an
annual limit.

Table 5A.IV.5 — Assistance Limits for Part-Time Students

Jurisdiction
BC

Canada Student
Loans for PartTime Students
Up to $4,000

Canada Study Grants
for High-Need PartTime Students
Up to $1,200

Provincial/
Territorial Loans
None

Provincial Grants
None

AB

Up to $4,000

Up to $1,200

None

Up to $300/semester

SK

Up to $4,000

Up to $1,200

None

Up to $800

MB

Up to $4,000

Up to $1,200

None

None

ON

Up to $4,000

Up to $1,200

None

Ontario Special Bursary—
up to $2,500 for study at an
Ontario university or CAAT

QC

N/A

N/A

None

None

NB

Up to $4,000

Up to $1,200

None

None

PE

Up to $4,000

Up to $1,200

None

None

NS

Up to $4,000

Up to $1,200

None

None

NL

Up to $4,000

Up to $1,200

None

None

YT

Up to $4,000

Up to $1,200

None

None

NT

N/A

N/A

None

$500 per course (including
distance education) up to
a lifetime limit of $5000

NU

N/A

N/A

None

None
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V. Portability
In theory, social benefits provided by Canadian
governments are portable anywhere in Canada. In
practice, it is rarely this simple. In the world of
student assistance, the Government of Canada and
the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation
provide fully portable loans and grants. Provinces,
on the other hand, tend not to view portability as an
unalloyed good, and many have put restrictions on
the portability of their assistance, particularly in
their grant programs.
Table 5A.V.1 shows the portability of student loans
across the country. A check mark indicates full
portability of loan assistance within Canada and

throughout the world. Deviations from this norm are
noted within the table.
Table 5A.V.2 shows the portability of various grant
programs across the country. The same pattern
emerges—that is, national programs provide greater
portability than provincial ones. Nevertheless, the
Government of Canada is not wholly immune from
the territorial protectiveness shown by the
provinces: it does not allow Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation bursaries to be granted to
students studying outside the country’s borders
(although semesters abroad as part of exchange
programs are permitted).

Table 5A.V.1 — Student Loan Portability in Canada
Jurisdiction

Canada Student Loans

Provincial Student Loans

BC

√

√

AB

√

√

SK

√

√

MB

√

√

ON

Portable to public institutions
within Canada, otherwise √

Portable to public institution within
Canada. Not portable outside of Canada

QC

Not available

√, except for studies in medicine, natural
environment technology, nursing
(all levels), police technology, recreation
leadership training, social service, special
care counselling or aircraft piloting

NB

√

√

PE

√

√

NS

√

√

√

√, but some restrictions exist on debt
reduction after studies are complete

YT

√

None

NT

Not available

√

NU

Not available

√

NL
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Table 5A.V.2 — Student Grant Portability in Canada
Canada Study Grants

Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation Millennium Bursaries

BC

√,_

√

Not portable

AB

√,_

√

√, _, except Alberta Opportunities
Bursary which is not portable

SK

√,_

√

√, _

MB

√,_

√

√, _

ON

√,_

√

Ontario bursary funding not portable
except to students with disabilities

QC

Not available

√

Within Canada, grants are portable only
to public institutions. Outside Canada,
grants are portable only if the student is
studying in France, pursuing graduate
studies or studying in a program which
is unavailable within Quebec and which
fulfills an imperative economic, social or
cultural need of the Quebec collective

NB

√,_

√

None

PE

√,_

√

Island Student Awards are only offered
to students studying at UPEI, Holland
College and Universite Saite-Anne

NS

√,_

√

None

NL

√,_

√

None

YT

√,_

√

√

NT

Not available

√

√, _

NU

Not available

√

√

Jurisdiction

Note:

Provincial Grant Programs

√ indicates portability throughout Canada.
_ indicates portability outside Canada.

Portability of assistance can also be restricted by
creating pools of student assistance funds available
only to students attending particular educational
institutions within the province. Ontario, for
example, has done this in two ways: 1) by matching
private donations for institutional need-based
funding, and 2) by requiring institutions to set
aside 30% of the value of all tuition-fee income
generated by tuition fee increases since 1996 for

student assistance. Strictly speaking, these are not
“government student assistance programs” because
they are managed by non-governmental organizations. Nevertheless, these pools of money—which
are worth hundreds of millions of dollars—were
created by government dictate and are available
exclusively to Ontario students who choose not to
leave the province of Ontario.
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VI. In-School Interest Subsidy
One of the key features of full-time student loans is
that students are not required to pay interest on their
loans while they continue to be enrolled in full-time
studies. Instead, governments pay the interest on
students’ behalf. Because these payments never pass
through a student’s hands, this particular form of
assistance is nearly invisible to the recipient. Yet the
in-school interest subsidy is one of the largest
single expenditures governments make on student
assistance. Overall, governments across the country
spend approximately $500 million per year on inschool interest subsidies.
Even if they remain largely unaware of it, the
in-school interest subsidy is extremely important to
students. This can be shown by considering the case
of two hypothetical students, both of whom need to
borrow $6,000 a year for four years of study, with
interest at 9% throughout.
Student 1 does not borrow from government
programs, preferring a private lending program. The
student therefore has to pay interest on outstanding

loans while in school and, upon completion of her
studies, must repay the entire amount with no
outside assistance. At the end of her studies, this
student owes $29,908 (assuming accumulating
interest compounding annually). If the loan is paid
back over ten years, the total cost of this loan,
including interest payments, is $45,463, requiring
monthly payments of $378.86.
Student 2 borrows from government student
assistance programs. During his four years of study,
the federal and provincial governments pay out a
combined total of $5,400 in interest payments under
the in-school interest subsidy, which in this case is
worth 13% of the total value of the loan. Assuming,
again, that the loan is paid back over ten years, the
total cost of the loan, including interest payments, is
$36,483, requiring monthly payments of $304.02.
In short, the in-school interest subsidy may be
invisible to the student, but it is by no means
insignificant.

Table 5A.VI.1 — Hypothetical Demonstration of the Impact of the In-School Interest Subsidy

Amount borrowed
In-school interest subsidy (9%)

Student 1
$24,000.00

Student 2
$24,000.00

None

$5,400.00

Amount owed

$29,908.00

$24,000.00

Cost of loan over ten years

$45,463.00

$36,483.00

$378.86

$304.02

Monthly payments
Source: Student Aid Policy Manuals and Authors’ calculations.
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VII. Debt Reduction
Table 5A.VII.1 shows the considerable diversity
In most provinces, students with significant amounts
in debt reduction programs across Canada. Notably,
of debt at the end of a period of study are eligible
unlike upfront grants, provincial loan remission
for some form of debt reduction. Debt reduction,
programs are for the most part fully portable. The
sometimes referred to as loan remission, differs from
only exception is Newfoundland and Labrador,
more traditional student grants only because a
where loan remission is restricted to those students
student receives it at the end of a period of study
who attended a program at a Newfoundland and
rather than the start. With the exception of Alberta
Labrador institution. Nearly half of all student
and Quebec, provinces that provide “upfront”
loan recipients in Newfoundland and Labrador who
grants do not have debt reduction measures, and vice
attend programs long enough to be eligible for
versa. Debt reduction amounts are not paid to
loan remission do so outside the
students—they are paid to the
province (primarily in Nova Scotia);
financial institution that holds the
Canada is the only country as a result, this is a fairly serious
student’s loan on the student’s behalf.
that uses debt reduction
portability restriction.
Canada is the only country that
There is also an interesting new
uses debt reduction as a major
as a major means of
trend in Canadian student assistance:
means of providing student aid.
providing student aid.
provincial debt reduction initiatives
The perceived advantage of debt
designed to either recruit or retain
reduction schemes over grants is
post-secondary graduates. These include specific
that by applying them at the end of studies,
loan forgiveness programs for jobs that are difficult
governments can ensure that valuable funds are
to fill or are in fields with urgent labour market
not awarded to students who drop out before the
demands (e.g., B.C. has a special loan remission
end of a year.
program for nursing and medicine students,
In some provinces (Saskatchewan, Manitoba and
Saskatchewan also has targeted bursaries for health
the four Atlantic provinces), the Canada Millennium
professionals) or do not pay well (e.g., childcare,
Scholarship Foundation’s millennium bursaries are
Newfoundland's Early Childhood Education Grants
awarded either wholly or partly as a form of debt
for students studying and obtaining full-time
reduction. The eligibility criteria for millennium
employment in this field who remain in the
bursaries in these provinces do not differ signifiprovince). To be eligible, students must be enrolled
cantly from provinces where these awards are given
in an approved two-year program and must have
as grants; only the timing of the award is different.
borrowed for at least half the length of the program.
Provincial debt reduction schemes can vary
The grant covers provincial loan debt incurred while
considerably among jurisdictions. Some programs
in the ECE program. Such programs, often used in
distribute money to students automatically, while
the United States, have frequently been suggested as
others require a student to apply for the program.
a way to alleviate chronic labour shortages in
Some are awarded on an annual basis, while others
specific fields. No study, however, has ever actually
are only applied at the end of a program of studies.
demonstrated the effectiveness of these programs
(see Kirshtein, 2004).
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Table 5A.VII.1 — Debt Reduction Programs Across Canada
Jurisdiction
BC

Program
None

Description
N/A

Automatic
N/A

AB

Alberta Student Loan
Relief Benefit

Available to first-time, first-year post-secondary
students who have been issued more than
$2,500/semester in combined federal and provincial
loans and have completed a year of studies. The
amount of loan relief is equal to the total value of
federal and provincial loans minus $2,500/semester
of study (normally, $5,000). It is normally paid as a
grant at the start of the second semester of first year
and replaces PSL.

Yes

Loan Relief Program
Completion Payment

Available to graduating students who have been issued
more than $2,500/semester in combined federal and
provincial loans. The amount of loan relief is equal to
the total value of federal and provincial loans minus
$5,000/year of study. It is paid upon completion of
studies and applied against provincial loans.

No

Saskatchewan Student
Bursary

Available to all students with loan assistance
exceeding $200/week of study for the first
170 weeks of post-secondary study.

Yes

Remission (Special
Incentive Students3 only)

Available to Special Incentive Students whose total
student loan assistance exceeds $105/week of study.
Remission is available on the amount between $105
and $180 per week of study, and is only applied to
the student’s first 60 weeks of post-secondary study.
Successful completion of 60% of a full course load
is required.

No

Millennium bursary

Available to undergraduate students who meet
minimal merit criteria and are among those with the
highest need. The award size varies between $2,000
and $4,000, depending on need.

Yes

Saskatchewan Study
Grant

Available to students with dependant children with
loan assistance exceeding $275/week of study

Yes

Manitoba Bursary

Given to students who do not receive a Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation millennium bursary and
who have loans exceeding $6,000. The award reduces
outstanding loans to a maximum of $6,000/year.

Yes

Millennium bursary

Available to undergraduate students who meet
minimal merit criteria and are among those with
the highest need. The award size varies between
$1,000 and $4,500, depending on need.

Yes

ON

Ontario Student
Opportunity Grant

If the student’s combined federal and provincial loan
exceeds $7,000 for two terms or $10,500 for three
terms, a grant will be awarded to reduce debt to those
amounts. It is paid at the end of each year and applied
against provincial loans.

Yes

QC

Remission

Available to students who have completed studies
within a normal period of time and who have received
a bursary during each year of study. The amount of
remission is 15% of the outstanding loan.

No

SK

MB

3.

This category includes Non-Status Indians, Métis and students residing in northern Saskatchewan.

209

C H A P T E R 5 A : S T U D E N T A I D I N C A N A DA

Table 5A.VII.1 — Debt Reduction Programs Across Canada (continued)
Jurisdiction
NB

Program
Millennium bursary

Description
Available to undergraduate students who meet
minimal merit criteria and are among those with the
highest need. The award size varies between $2,000
and $4,000, depending on need.

Automatic
Yes

NS

Debt Reduction

Available upon successful completion of a program
to students who graduate with NSL debt (= 50% of
borrowers in NS). The program remits 15% of firstyear loans, 25% of second-year, 35% of third-year,
45% of fourth-year and 15% of fifth-year. Additional
remission can be gained by working in NS for
50 weeks within three years of graduating (25%
bonus) or making 12 loan repayments (10% bonus).

No

Millennium bursary

Available to undergraduate students who meet
minimal merit criteria and are among those with
the highest need. The award size varies between
$2,000 and $3,500, depending on need.

Yes

Debt Reduction Grant

Available to students who complete a year of studies
and whose combined federal and provincial loans
exceed $6,000. The amount of loan relief is equal to
the provincial portion (i.e., 40%)of the student’s loan
that exceeds $6,000. It is paid following studies upon
receipt of proof of graduation.

No

Millennium bursary

Available to undergraduate students who meet
minimal merit criteria and are among those with
the highest need. The award size varies between
$2,000 and $4,000, depending on need.

Yes

Debt reduction

Available to students who have graduated in a timely
manner from a program of study in NL of at least
80 weeks’ length. The student’s combined federal
and provincial debt must exceed $22,016 for programs
between 80 and 128 weeks in length or $172/week for
programs that exceed 128 weeks. The amount of loan
relief is equal to the total value of the student’s federal
and provincial loans minus the debt minima specified
above. It is paid upon completion of studies and
applied against provincial loans.

No

Millennium bursary

Available to undergraduate students who meet minimal
merit criteria and are among those with the highest
need. The total award size varies between $2,000 and
$3,500, depending on need, and 50% comes in the
form of loan remission.

Yes

YT

None

N/A

N/A

NT

Remissible loan

Once a student has successfully completed a program
of full-time studies, $1,000 will be deducted from his
or her outstanding debt for every three months that
he or she continues to reside in NT.

No

NU

Primary Loan

Same as NT’s remissible loan.

No

PE

NL
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VIII. Repayment

Table 5A.VIII.1 — Who Pays the Interest on Loans in
the Six-Month Grace Period?

The First Six Months
During the first six months after the end of full-time
studies, students are not required to make any
payments on their student loans. For this reason,
this period is often referred to as the “grace period.”
The grace period reflects the fact that it usually
takes some time for recent students to establish
themselves in the labour market and start earning
enough income to be able to afford regular loan
payments. For most provincial and territorial loan
programs, this period represents a continuation of
the in-school interest subsidy—the government
continues to take responsibility for paying the interest
on the loan. This is not the case for the Alberta,
Ontario, Quebec and Government of Canada
programs, however; in these programs, payments
are not required during the first six months after
graduation, but interest still accumulates, and the
student is eventually required to pay it.

Jurisdiction
BC

At the end of the six-month grace period, students
are required to “consolidate” their loans. This term,
unfortunately, is somewhat misleading in most of
Canada. In theory, consolidation means combining
all outstanding loans into one single loan. However,
because federal and provincial loan programs
operate under different rules with different subsidies, it is usually not possible to consolidate loans
from federal and provincial sources into a single
loan, although students in Saskatchewan and
Ontario have been able to do so from 2001 onwards
for loans contracted in 2001 or later; Newfoundland
students have been able since April 1, 2004.
Moreover, due to changes in loan program operation, even loans from the same source often may not
be consolidated. For instance, Canada Student

Provincial/
Territorial
Student Loans

Student

Student

AB

Student

Student

SK

Student

Student

MB

Student

Provincial
Governmenta

ON

Student

Student

QC

N/A

Student

NB

Student

Provincial
Government

PE

Student

Provincial
Government

NS

Student

Provincial
Government

NL

Student

Provincial
Government

YT

Student

N/A

NT

N/A

Territorial
Government

NU

N/A

Territorial
Government

Note:

Consolidation

Canada
Student Loans

a For those borrowers in repayment who remain in the
province after the end of studies, the Government of
Manitoba pays the interest for 12 months instead of six.

Loans received since August 2000 under the new
“direct lending” program cannot be combined with
Canada Student Loans obtained prior to August 2000
under the old “risk premium” system. As a result,
students within the Canada Student Loans Program
zone who graduate in 2004 and have been in school
since 2000 may have up to four separate loans which
they must consolidate separately. Students from
the Northwest Territories, Nunavut and Quebec,
which are outside this zone and have had fewer
policy fluctuations with respect to student loans,
have only a single loan to repay.
Table 5A.VIII.2 lists the different loans that students
in each jurisdiction must consolidate separately.
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Table 5A.VIII.2 — Loan Consolidation Groupings and Possible Number of Total Loans

Jurisdiction
BC

Canada
Student Loans
1995–2000; post-2000

Provincial/Territorial
Student Loans
1995–2000; post-2000

Total Possible
Number of
Loans to Repay
4

AB

1995–2000; post-2000

1994–2001; post-2001

4

SK

1995–2000; post-2000a

1996–2001; post-2001a

3

MB

1995–2000; post-2000

1995–2001; post-2001

4

ON

1995–2000; post-2000a

Pre-2001; post-2001a

3

QC

N/A

Single loan

1

NB

1995–2000; post-2000

1995–2001; post-2001

4

PE

1995–2000; post-2000

1995–2001; post-2001

4

NS

1995–2000; post-2000

1995–2001; post-2001

4

NL

1995–2000; post-2000

1995–2001; post-2001

4

YT

1995–2000; post-2000

None

2

NT

N/A

Single loan

1

NU

N/A

Single loan

1

Note:

a Provincial and federal loans made after August 2001 to students from Saskatchewan and Ontario may be consolidated into a single loan.

Repayment Conditions

Interest Relief

At the time of consolidation, several decisions need to
be made by the borrower. The first—within the
Canada Student Loans Program zone at least—
concerns the interest rate to be paid. Borrowers in this
zone are given the choice between paying interest on
federal and provincial loans at a floating rate of prime
plus 2.5% or a fixed rate of prime plus 5% (this applies
only to loans made after 1995; interest rates on pre1995 loans are set annually by the Government of
Canada). The rate is not negotiable in Quebec—it is
set biannually by the provincial government at a fixed
rate equal to prime plus 0.5%.
The other major decision that must be made at the
time of consolidation is the length of the repayment
period. The “default” repayment period is ten years,
but longer or shorter periods are possible; many
provinces have shorter repayment requirements for
smaller loans.

As noted earlier, it can sometimes take a while before
a borrower is established in the labour market with
sufficient earnings to make regular loan payments.
Young workers frequently face low or unstable
incomes for long periods of time. Most students
manage to establish themselves within six months;
others, however, take longer. For this reason, continuation of interest relief beyond the six-month grace
period is possible in some cases for unemployed or
low-income borrowers.
Most of the country has followed the Government of Canada’s lead in establishing a reasonably
generous interest relief regime and—unlike many
aspects of student loans—the eligibility criteria and
benefits for both the federal and provincial/
territorial programs are essentially the same.
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Table 5A.VIII.3 — Interest Relief Programs Across Canada

Canada Student
Loans Program,
plus all provinces
except QC

Canada Student Loans Program
For borrowers who meet a low-income test,
the government will pay the interest on their
student loan for additional six-month periods
up to a maximum of 30 months.

Provincial Student Loans Program
Same as the Canada Student Loans Program

If financial hardship persists after 30 months,
interest relief may be extended to 54 months
providing the student increases the loan
repayment period to 15 years and still qualifies,
and if the student completed studies within the
past five years.
QC

N/A

For borrowers who meet a low-income test and
who are either looking for work or unable to
work due to illness, the government will pay the
interest on their student loan for a six-month
period, after which a debtor may reapply for
interest relief for a maximum of 24 months.
Interest relief is only available if the borrower
completed studies within the past five years.

YT

Same as the Canada Student Loans Program

No loan program

NT

N/A

For borrowers living in The NWT who meet a
low-income test. The government will pay the
interest on their student loan for a three-month
period, after which a debtor may reapply for
interest relief for a maximum of 36 months.
For borrowers living outside the NWT who meet
a low-income test. The government will lower
the payment on their student loan for a threemonth period, after which a debtor may reapply
for interest relief for a maximum of 36 months.
The 36-month maximum takes into account
both interest relief and loan payment reduction.

Debt Reduction in Repayment
Within the Canada Student Loans Program zone,
there is one further form of assistance available once
income relief is exhausted. If, at this point, the
borrower is still deemed incapable of repaying his or
her loans, then he or she may become eligible for
“Debt Reduction in Repayment.” This program
enables the borrower to receive a one-time debt

reduction of $10,000 or 50% of the outstanding
Canada Student Loan balance (whichever is less).
Subsequent second and third reductions are worth
up to $5,000 after additional 12 month increments.
With the exception of Newfoundland and Labrador,
all provinces in the Canada Student Loans Program
zone offer identical programs within their own
student loan programs. Neither Quebec nor any of
the territories offer a program of this nature.
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Default and Bankruptcy
A “default” refers to a situation in which a borrower
has missed payment for a certain period of time
(three months under the latest Canada Student Loans
program rules; 90 days in Quebec). When a loan goes
into default, lenders are entitled to take action—
including legal recourse and the use of collection
agencies—to recover the loan. The situation of a
student who defaults on a student loan is similar to
that of someone who misses consecutive credit card
payments. The longer the borrower delays in making
the payment, the more damage the borrower does to
his or her own credit rating. Borrowers in default on
student loans are also barred from contracting a new
student loan and from receiving in-school interestfree status until accrued interest is paid and six
consecutive payments are made.
A “bankruptcy” is much more severe. This is a
legal process in which a debtor tries to clear existing
obligations to all creditors because of an inability to
pay. Under federal legislation introduced in 1998,
students cannot avoid repaying student loans

through bankruptcy for a period of ten years following
the completion of their studies. Should a student
declare personal bankruptcy, all student loans
“survive” the bankruptcy, and the debtor is still
required to meet his or her obligations to the lender
with respect to this loan. In effect, governments are
given status as “preferred creditors” in view of the
fact that the loans made by student loan programs
are given on extremely generous terms and involve
considerable subsidy through interest relief and
so forth.
The 2003 Federal Budget has provided some
new flexibility with regard to bankrupt borrowers
under the Canada Student Loans Program. Students
may be eligible for new loans and/or interest-free
status until the end of their program of study or
three years after the date of the bankruptcy-related
event, whichever is earlier. Borrowers who declare
bankruptcy after May 2004 may apply for debt
management measures such as Interest Relief and
Debt Reduction in Repayment.
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IX. Total Aid Available to Students
All of the policies and regulations described in the
preceding sections are the rules by which governments disburse student assistance. The purpose of
this final section is to look at how much aggregate
assistance these programs provide to students. It will
not cover the cost of these programs to governments,
which is the subject of Section 5C.II; nor will it look
at assistance on a per-student basis, as this has
already been covered in Section 4.XII. The purpose
of this section is to show how much total assistance
is available to students in the form of loans, grants
and remission, and look at changes in the composition of assistance over time.

Student Loans
Figure 5A.IX.1 shows changes in borrowing patterns
from 1990–91 to 2002–03. Contrary to much received
wisdom in Canada, total student borrowing has
declined significantly over the past several years. The
increase in student loans in the early 1990s was
mostly due to a combination of rising loan limits and
policy shifts by provincial governments to favour
loans over grants. As a result, student borrowing
increased from $1.5 billion in 1990–91 to just over
$3.75 billion in 1996–97, before falling again by 33%
in real terms to $2.5 billion in 2002–03.

The drop in borrowing since 1996–97 reflects a
number of factors, including:
• A decline in the number of borrowers due to
tightening of eligibility and contribution criteria
(in Quebec and Ontario), tighter restrictions on
loans to students at private vocational institutions
(in particular in Newfoundland and Labrador and
Ontario), and changes to the definition of an
“independent student” (in Ontario only).
• A decline in maximum (real) value of loans due
to inflation.
• The creation of the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation, which spends over
$285 million each year to reduce student debt.
The decline in borrowing has been slightly steeper at
the provincial level than at the level of the Canada
Student Loans Program. Borrowing at the provincial
level has dropped 44% from its 1996–97 peak while
loans from the Canada Student Loans Program have
only dropped by 22%. As a result, the federal share of
student loans in Canada has returned to the 60%
share it had in the early 1990s, after hitting a mid1990s low of just under 49%.

Figure 5A.IX.1 — Aggregate Government Student Loans From 1990 to 2003 (in 2003 Dollars)
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Source: Provincial student assistance programs and Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation annual reports.
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Figure 5A.IX.2 — Aggregate Government Non-Repayable Assistance by Type From 1990 to 2003 (in 2003 Dollars)
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Source: Provincial student assistance programs and Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation annual reports.

Non-Repayable Assistance
In addition to repayable student loans, Canadian
governments also provide two types of nonrepayable assistance: grants (money provided at the
time of studies) and remission (a grant payable on
the student’s behalf to a financial institution at the
end of a period of studies to reduce an outstanding
student loan, as explained in detail in Section 5A.VII).
Although Canadian governments cut back on
student assistance in the early 1990s, the general
trend in non-repayable assistance has been
upwards, with annual spending now in the region of
$1 billion. Figure 5A.IX.2 shows changes in the level
of non-repayable assistance provided over time.
In the early 1990s, provincial governments found
that their grant programs’ costs were increasing
rapidly and had the potential to increase drastically
should assistance limits increase (as they did in
1993–94). As most governments were under extreme
fiscal pressure at the time, many decided to reduce
or eliminate their grant programs at that time. In
some cases, these were replaced with loan remission
programs. While these remission programs often
had similar cost structures to grant programs,
payments to students were delayed until the end
of the period of studies, by which time the governments’ fiscal crisis had usually passed. Most
governments eliminated this accounting trick in the

late 1990s and decided either to provide remission
on an annual basis or account for it on an accrual
basis. The switch from one system to another
necessarily involved one year in which booked
expenditures were unnaturally high, and the “spike”
in student aid in 1999–2000 reflects Ontario’s change
from one system to another.
As fiscal circumstances improved, governments
began to move away from remission programs and
back towards grants. Grants comprised 94% of all
non-repayable assistance in 1991–92, but declined
to only 51% in 1997–98 (and to 38% in the anomalous
1999–2000 year), before rebounding to 75% in
2002–03. This pendulum-swing back towards grants
may have already reached its limit, as recent policy
announcements in B.C. and Quebec suggest that
these two provinces, hitherto largely involved only in
grants, will shortly be switching most or all of their
non-repayable aid to remission.
Another major change in non-repayable assistance
over the last decade is that provincial governments
are no longer the sole provider of non-repayable
assistance. Until 1995, when it introduced the first
Canada Study Grants, the Government of Canada
provided no non-repayable aid to students. In the
1998 Federal Budget, however, the Government of
Canada created two major new programs: the
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation (which
provides approximately $285 million per year in
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Figure 5A.IX.3 — Aggregate Government Non-Repayable Assistance by Source From 1990 to 2003 (in 2003 Dollars)
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Source: Provincial student assistance programs, Canada Student Loans Program statistical reports and Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation annual reports.

need-based assistance) and the Canada Study Grants
for Students with Dependants (which provides
between $50 to $80 million per year in assistance). As
a result, provinces are now responsible for only about
60% of all non-repayable assistance in Canada.

Total Assistance
When combining observations regarding repayable
and non-repayable assistance, one must take care
not to double-count remission assistance. Grants are
given in addition to loans; remission replaces loans
and, hence, when counting the total assistance
available to students, it is important to keep the two
very separate. In Figure 5A.IX.4, which shows the
total amount of assistance available to students in
Canada, loans that are not remitted are shown as
“net loans” and loans which are later remitted are
shown as “remission.”
The key point in Figure 5.IX.4 is what it
reveals about the swinging of the policy “pendulum”
in Canadian student aid programs. Assistance—
particularly loans—rose in the 1990s and is now
beginning to fall. Non-repayable assistance fell from
32% of all assistance in 1990–91 to 14% in 1995–96 and
has now risen again to approximately 30%. As noted

earlier, grants once again form the majority
of all non-repayable assistance, after remission
programs became popular in the mid-1990s. Viewed
from the perspective of 2004, the period from
1993 to 1999—which was characterized by an everincreasing reliance on loans as a policy tool—
appears to be a short-term aberration which has
now been corrected.
In 2002–03, the most recent year for which data are
available, Canadian students received $3.2 billion in
loans and grants. This is a drop of 23% from the peak
of just under $4.2 billion in 1996–97. More than 100%
of this decrease is due to a decrease in loans; nonrepayable assistance has actually increased by 47% in
the intervening seven years, thanks mostly to the
Government of Canada’s decision to create the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation. Figure 5A.IX.5
shows aggregate need-based assistance by source.
Throughout the 1990s, provincial governments
were responsible for approximately 60% of total assistance provided to students. The creation of the
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation, which
began awarding assistance in 1999–2000, neatly
reversed the total proportions, so that the Foundation
and the Canada Student Loans Program combined
now account for 60% of total assistance to students.
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Figure 5A.IX.4 — Aggregate Need-Based Assistance by Type From 1990 to 2003 (in 2003 Dollars)
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Source: Provincial student assistance programs, Canada Student Loans Program statistical reports and Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation annual reports.

Figure 5A.IX.5 — Aggregate Need-Based Assistance by Source From 1990 to 2003 (in 2003 Dollars)
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Source: Provincial student assistance programs, Canada Student Loans Program statistical reports and Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation annual reports.
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Chapter 5B

Sources of Student Assistance
I. Introduction
Government student assistance, the subject of
Chapter 5A, forms the bulk of student financial aid in
Canada. There are, however, several other major
sources of assistance that need to be examined to
provide a complete picture of student financial aid
in Canada. The purpose of this chapter is to give a
brief overview of these other sources of funding and
how students access them. The cost of these
programs will mostly be dealt with in Chapter 5C.
Educational institutions themselves are one of the
most important non-governmental sources of
student financial aid. New data obtained by the
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation
suggest that Canadian universities (and, to a much
lesser extent, colleges) provide undergraduate
students with just over $200 million per year in
assistance; this sum is more or less evenly divided
between need-based assistance and merit-based
awards. Collectively, universities are thus the
country’s third-largest provider of grants after the
Government of Quebec and the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation. Section II of this chapter
provides a detailed examination of assistance from
educational institutions.
Public aid to students does not come only in the
form of student assistance. Governments across the
country also spend millions of dollars each year
on student employment programs. These programs
admittedly are not created solely—or even primarily—
to help students financially. Skill development, job
experience and the provision of indirect subsidies to
non-profit organizations are equally important
policy goals for such initiatives. Nevertheless, these
programs collectively represent a large source of
income for students. The full range of student
employment programs is described in Section III.

The largest single source of financial assistance
for post-secondary education in Canada is tax-based
assistance. While the world of taxation and tax
breaks may seem far removed from the concerns of
students with relatively meagre earnings, there is a
large—and growing—number of tax benefits which
flow to students and their families and now
surpasses the size of all Canadian student loan and
grant programs combined. Section IV examines
the full range of tax deductions, credits and deferrals
available to students and shows that, as a consequence, students can earn almost twice as much as
non-students before their income becomes taxable.
Section V, private borrowing and credit cards,
looks at private, unsubsidized educational loans,
provided for the most part through the country’s
chartered banks. Although these loans usually
require either a steady income or a parental cosigner (neither of which is required by government
student loans), they seem to be providing both a
supplement and alternative to government loans.
There are limited data on the scale of borrowing
from this source, although there is considerable
information about the differences in the type of
financial products offered by different financial
institutions to students. The use of credit cards is
also examined in this section.
Section VI is a kind of miscellany, describing the
many other assistance programs which do not fit into
any of the previous sections. These include various
programs for Aboriginal students, the increasingly
popular Canada Education Savings Grants, the
largely unexplored terrain of provincial merit-based
assistance programs, and grants from private foundations and other non-government sources.
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II. Institutional Assistance
Educational institutions, through the provision of
both need- and merit-based awards, are a major
funder of student assistance. While the importance of
this source of funding has long been recognized, the
nature and extent of it have never been particularly
well understood. Annual data from the Canadian
Association of University Business Officers (CAUBO)
and Statistics Canada suggest that institutions spend
approximately $500 to $600 million per year on
“scholarships, bursaries and prizes.” Unfortunately,
the CAUBO/StatsCan survey does not break down
these data to allow for more detailed analysis. For
instance, it does not specify whether this money is
distributed on the basis of merit or need or whether it
is awarded to graduate or undergraduate students.
The Survey of Institutional Financial Assistance
conducted by Alex Stephens for the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation in the summer and fall
of 2001 provides more detailed evidence regarding
institutional assistance. The survey asked university
and college student assistance officers to provide
information about the number and types of awards
their institutions provide to students. All universities

and public colleges in Canada were contacted;
41 universities (including all major universities
except Memorial University of Newfoundland) and
77 colleges responded.
The results showed that Canadian universities
and colleges spend just over $221.6 million per year
on student assistance. Need- and merit-based
awards each account for about 45% of this total
(just over $99 million is spent on each category);
the balance comes from institutional work-study
funds and “hybrid” awards based on both need
and merit (just over $11 million is spent on each
category). Figure 5B.II.1 shows the distribution of
awards by type.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the money available for
students from institutions is highly concentrated at
universities. Specifically, over 95% of institutional
funds are awarded by universities. Institutional
awards are not available equally at all institutions—
over 50% of institutional merit-based awards and
80% of all need-based awards are distributed by
Ontario universities. This result would appear to be
the outcome of two Government of Ontario policies.

Figure 5B.II.1 — Total Institutional Assistance to Students by Type of Assistance
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The first of these is a policy requiring institutions to
set aside 30% of the value of all income generated
by fee increases since 1996–97 for student aid; the
second is the government’s policy of providing
matching funds for all private endowments to
institutions earmarked for need-based student
assistance. Together, these policies have created very
large pools of institutional need-based assistance
in Ontario.
The study also found that average award sizes do
not vary greatly across the country. Nationally, the
average size is just over $1,300 for a merit-based
award and just over $1,000 for a need-based award.
These results differ considerably from the
CAUBO/StatsCan data, which indicate that institutions spent $542 million on “scholarships, prizes and
bursaries” in 2000–01. The discrepancy between the
two surveys is likely the result of two factors. First,
the CAUBO/StatsCan survey is in effect compulsory
and therefore has a higher response rate than
the Foundation’s survey. Second—and more
importantly—the Foundation’s survey looked at
need-based awards and undergraduate merit
awards but did not attempt to measure merit-based
assistance for graduate students. Since graduate
student merit packages tend to be quite large

(many large institutions have a policy of “fully
funding” their Ph.D. students), it is entirely possible
that the bulk of the “missing” $300 million is being
spent on graduate students.
In addition to financial aid for students, many
institutions also provide forms of emergency
assistance such as emergency loans and food banks.
Data collected from institutions suggest that 17 universities and 22 colleges across Canada have
food banks. Approximately a third of these food
banks are run by student unions; the remainder are
run by educational institutions. Data on the use of
food banks are sketchy. Nearly 40% of these organizations were unable to provide any data regarding
the size of their budgets or the number of users. The
combined budgets of the 24 institutions that were
able to provide data totalled $216,685,1 and overall
they served a total of 7,924 clients in 2000–01
(however, there may be multiple counting because
some clients could be repeat users).
Another recent study, Recognizing Excellence?
Canada’s Merit Scholarships by Franca Gucciardi of
the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation,
examines institutional merit awards by looking at
their selection and tenure criteria. The study reveals
that the largest portion of university undergraduate

Figure 5B.II.2 — Institutional Merit Scholarships
by Tenure

Figure 5B.II.3 — Institutional Merit Scholarships
by Type
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1.

This figure does not include the value of any donated foodstuffs.

Source: Gucciardi, Recognizing Excellence? Canada’s Merit
Scholarships.
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Figure 5B.II.4 — Value of Athletics Scholarships in Canada by Sport and Gender (2002–03)
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merit scholarship dollars is given in the form of
one-time entrance awards which do not provide any
assistance to students after their first year of
post-secondary education. In fact, assuming that
renewable entrance award dollars are split equally
among students in different years of study, almost
45% of all scholarship dollars go to first-year
students. Figure 5B.II.2 shows the division of institutional merit scholarships by tenure.
The study also found that just over 80% of institutional awards were awarded solely on the basis of
marks, either on a competitive basis (“academic”) or
as automatic awards to students with sufficient
grade point averages (“automatic academic”). Of the
remaining 19%, well over half was awarded in the
form of “hybrid” awards combining both academic
merit and financial need, with smaller proportions
being distributed as athletic and extracurricular
scholarships. Figure 5B.II.3 shows the distribution of
institutional merit scholarships by type.
Further analysis is possible in the sub-field of
athletic scholarships. Compared to the United
States, Canadian athletic scholarships are both

rare and exceedingly small. Athletic scholarship
budgets are, however, increasing rapidly. In 2000–01,
approximately $2.4 million was disbursed in athletic
scholarships; by 2002–03, this had grown to just
under $4.2 million. Nationally, the largest providers
of athletics scholarships are the University of Alberta
($318,300) and St. Francis Xavier University ($302,433).
Over half of all athletic scholarships are provided
by institutions in Western Canada, primarily for
hockey, basketball and football. Almost 65% of all
athletic scholarships in Canada are awarded to males.
This is slightly disproportionate to the overall number
of male athletes in the country (males comprise
54% of Canadian Interuniversity Sport-registered
athletes). The difference is entirely accounted for by
scholarships for hockey and football; in these two
sports, males receive 85% and 100% of all scholarships, respectively. In all other sports combined,
females receive more than males, both in terms of
the number of awards and the value of those awards.
Table 5B.II.4 shows the distribution of athletics
scholarships by sport and gender.
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III. Student Employment Programs
In addition to providing direct need-based financial
assistance, governments have developed a variety of
student employment programs designed to assist
students, prospective students and graduates in
obtaining employment. The multitude of student
employment programs can be divided into the
following categories:

• Job placement programs often resemble an
expanded version of wage subsidy programs, with
closer interaction between government departments and organizations. Counselling programs
are fairly similar, providing students with various
government resources, including personal consultations, referrals and job market information.

• Mentoring programs, which provide students with
an opportunity to gain exposure to a working
environment where they will receive guidance,
encouragement and support. These programs are
designed to get students thinking about future
employment plans.

• Entrepreneur programs encourage students to
start up small businesses by providing both
financial and technical assistance.

• Direct job support programs, which can either take
the form of wage subsidy programs (i.e., governments subsidize a portion of the student’s wage for
public or private sector organizations) or job
creation programs (i.e., governments hire directly
to create seasonal employment).

There are more than 100 different youth employment
programs in Canada. The majority of these programs
are targeted to post-secondary students. While most
youth employment programs operate throughout
the year, some only assist students on a seasonal
basis. The programs listed in this section are those
targeted only to post-secondary students and/or
recent graduates; they therefore do not include
programs designed for unemployed or at-risk youth.

Table 5B.III.1 — Newfoundland and Labrador Student Employment Programs

Program Name
Conservation Corps of Newfoundland
and Labrador (CCNL)

Mentoring/
Volunteering

Wage Subsidy/
Job Creation

•
•

Linkages
Medical Student Rural Practice Program
Rural Nursing Student Incentive Program
Small Enterprise Co-operative
Placement Program

•

Student Employment Program
Student Social Work Program
Student Work and Service Program
Tutoring/Work Experience Program
Youth Opportunities Newfoundland
and Labrador

Entrepreneur
Program

•

Graduate Employment Program

Tutoring for Tuition

Job Placement
& Counselling

•
•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2003 student employment survey and the Government of Manitoba’s Inventory of
Canada’s Youth Employment Programs.
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In the Maritimes, student employment programs
are more or less equally divided between the four
types of program categories. Each year, the various
programs provide opportunities for over 650 students
per year in Prince Edward Island and 675 students
per year in Nova Scotia. Comparable data for New
Brunswick were unavailable. Table 5B.III.2 shows
the breakdown of student employment programs in
the Maritimes.

In Newfoundland and Labrador the majority of
student employment programs focus on job creation
and provide wage subsidies. There are, however,
a few programs designed to attract students to
rural and remote areas. Comparatively few projects
focus on mentoring or entrepreneurship. In 2003,
over 4,900 students benefited from these programs.
Table 5B.III.1 shows the various student employment projects in Canada’s easternmost province.

Table 5B.III.2 — Maritime Student Employment Programs
Province
PE

Program Name
None

Mentoring/
Volunteering

Wage Subsidy/
Job Creation

Job Placement
& Counselling

•

Health Care Futures

•

New Entrepreneur Loan Program
(Student Component)
Nursing Student Summer
Employment Program

•

Student Travel Counsellor

•
•

Jobs for Youth
NS

Career Starts Internship Program

•

Co-operative Employment Program
Nova Scotia Employment
Program for Students
Nova Scotia Youth Conservation
Corps (NSYCC)

•

Student Loan
Employment Program

•
•

Federal/Provincial Youth Services
Partnership

•

New Brunswick Public Service
Internship Program

•

Mentoring Program

•

Student Employment and
Experience Development (SEED)

•

•

Student Entrepreneurship Program
Workforce Expansion

•

•
•

Youth Entrepreneurship
Scholarships (YES)
NB

Entrepreneur
Program

•

•
•

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2003 student employment survey and the Government of Manitoba’s Inventory of
Canada’s Youth Employment Programs.
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to over 42,000 students and/or graduates.
Comparable data for Quebec were unavailable.
Table 5B.III.3 shows the breakdown of student
employment programs in Central Canada.

In Central Canada the student employment
programs are likewise more or less equally divided
between the four types of program categories. In
Ontario, the various programs provide opportunities

Table 5B.III.3 — Central Canada Student Employment Programs
Province
QC

Program Name
Chantier Youth Work Projects

Mentoring/
Volunteering

Wage Subsidy/
Job Creation

•
•
•

•
•

Internships in International
Government Organizations

•

•

Interprovincial Summer
Employment Exchange Program

•

•

Engagement Jeunesse
French-Language Assistant
Quebec-UK/Ireland/Germany/Spain

•

Jobs in Private Businesses
Official Language
Monitoring Program

Entrepreneur
Program

•

Strategic Employment
Support Program

•

Summer Jobs and Internships
in Government Departments

•
•
•

Youth Information Highway
ON2

Job Placement
& Counselling

Ontario Government Summer
Student Hiring
Ontario/Quebec Summer Student
Job Exchange Program

•

•
•

Ontario Internship Program
Student Venture Loan
Summer Company
Summer Jobs Service (SJS)
Summer Experience Program (SEP)
including Ontario Rangers
Young Entrepreneurs Program

•

•
•

•
•

•
•

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2003 student employment survey and the Government of Manitoba’s Inventory of
Canada’s Youth Employment Programs.

2.

Ontario operates two large graduate tax credit programs, which could be included in this section but are better suited to Section IV, dealing with
tax expenditures.
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Saskatchewan, they assist over 1,300 students.
Comparable figures for Alberta and British Columbia
were unavailable. It is unlikely, however, that the
Alberta programs provide much in the way of
support for current post-secondary students, since
the majority of its youth employment programs are
targeted at youth at risk. Table 5B.III.4 shows the
breakdown for student employment programs in
Western Canada.

In Western Canada the focus of student employment programs tends to be mentoring, wage subsidies and job creation. Manitoba has an abnormally
high number of programs, which are quite small and
for the most part involve some form of wage subsidy
or job creation. Programs in the other three Western
provinces are more evenly distributed among the
four program types. In Manitoba, these programs
provide opportunities for over 2,300 students; in

Table 5B.III.4 — Western Canada Student Employment Programs
Province
MB

Program Name
Aboriginal Youth
Internship Program

Business Mentorships

Mentoring/
Volunteering

Manitoba/Quebec Exchange

•

•
•

•
•

•

Partners for Careers
STEP Services
Urban Green Team
Volunteers in the Public Service

Job Placement
& Counselling

•

•

•
•
•

Young Entrepreneurs
Youth Services Manitoba
SK

Aboriginal Management and
Professional Internship Program

•
•

Spruce Krew
AB

•

Skills Canada Alberta

•

Summer Temporary
Employment Program
BC

•
•

Centennial Student
Employment Program
Multi-Party Training Plan

COOP Education Training Program
Public Service Internship Program
Youth@BC
Youth Employment Program (YEP)

Entrepreneur
Program

•

Career Options for Students
With Disabilities
Career Start Program

Wage Subsidy/
Job Creation

•
•

•
•

•
•
•

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2003 student employment survey and the Government of Manitoba’s Inventory of
Canada’s Youth Employment Programs.
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Table 5B.III.5 — Student Employment Programs in the Territories
Territory
YT

NT

Program Name
Student Training and
Employment Program (STEP)

Mentoring/
Volunteering

•

Northern Graduate
Employment Program

•

Youth Employment Program
Summer Student Employment
Program

Job Placement
& Counselling

Entrepreneur
Program

•

Yukon Youth Conservation
Corps (Y2C2)

Summer Student
Employment Program
NU

Wage Subsidy/
Job Creation

•

•
•
•

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2003 student employment survey and the Government of Manitoba’s Inventory of
Canada’s Youth Employment Programs.

Territorial student employment programs tend
to focus on direct assistance through job creation
and wage subsidy programs. These programs
provide assistance to almost 300 students in Yukon
Territory, 500 students in the Northwest Territories
and 400 students in Nunavut. Although the absolute
number of students assisted may be small, in
proportional terms these numbers are substantial,
comprising nearly 2% of the entire working-age
population. Table 5B.III.5 shows the student employment programs available in the territories.
The Government of Canada has a long history
of involvement in student summer employment and
creating opportunities for individuals to work in
the public service, crown corporations and other
federal agencies. It also has a more specific role than

provincial governments in assisting Aboriginal
students to secure employment. Because the
impetus for these programs comes from within
each federal government department (unlike the
provinces, where all programs tend to be managed
by a single ministry), the Government of Canada’s
list of programs is nothing short of bewildering.
Government of Canada programs are more likely
than provincial programs to combine features of
different program types (e.g., both mentoring and
job placement). Over 65,000 students and/or graduates receive opportunities from the Government of
Canada each year. Table 5B.III.6 lists national
student employment programs funded by the
federal government.
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Table 5B.III.6 — Government of Canada Student Employment Programs
Program Name
Agriculture and Agri-Food Science Horizons

Mentoring/
Volunteering

Wage Subsidy/
Job Creation

•

•
•
•

Canada’s Digital Collections Initiative
Canada Food Inspection Agency Science
Horizons

•

Official Language Monitor Program

•

Job Placement
& Counselling

•

CIDA International Youth Internship Program
Collaborative Research Internships Program
(NRC)

•

Computers for Schools, Technical Work
Experience Project

•
•

Community Access Program Youth
Employment Project

•

•

•
•

DFAIT Youth International Internships
First Nations and Inuit Science and
Technology Camps

•
•

First Nations and Inuit Summer Student
Career Placement Program
Innovation and Entrepreneurship Camps
International Environmental Youth Corps
Internship Program with Innovative Small
and Medium Enterprise (NRC)
National Information Highway, Science, and
Entrepreneurship Camps

•
•
•

•
•
•

•

•

•

NetCorps Canada International

•

Parks Canada Co-operative and Student
Employment Program
RCMP Summer Student Program

Entrepreneur
Program

•

SchoolNet Youth Employment Initiative

•

•

•

•

Science Horizons: Environment Canada
Youth Internship Program

•

Science Horizons and Technology Internship
Program

•

Science and Technology Internships
(two types: DFO and NRC)

•

Student Connections

•

Student Summer Employment Opportunities
(DIAND)
Summer Career Placements (SCP)
Summer-Student Connection Program
Technical Work Experience Program,
Computers for Schools
Web-4-All
Young Canada Works
(six different programs)

•
•
•
•

Youth Internship Canada (YIC)
Youth Service Canada

•

•
•

•

•
•
•
•

•

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2003 student employment survey and the Government of Manitoba’s Inventory of
Canada’s Youth Employment Programs.

231

C H A P T E R 5 B : S O U R C E S O F S T U D E N T A S S I S TA N C E

IV. Tax Benefits
In addition to raising revenue, the Canadian tax
system allows governments to pursue various social
policy objectives by encouraging certain types of
behaviour via incentives contained within the
income tax system. These incentives are known as
tax expenditures. Tax expenditures are unlike regular
budgetary expenditures because money is not spent
directly by governments. Instead, government
revenue is simply foregone. In other words, tax
expenditures reduce the amount of tax owed. They
can take the form of exemptions, deductions, credits
or deferrals, all of which are defined as follows:
• Exemptions lower the amount of tax payable by
making part or all of a certain type of income
(e.g., scholarships) non-taxable. As such, they are
more valuable to people with higher incomes
than people with lower incomes, because tax
rates increase as income increases.
• Deductions lower the amount of tax payable by
reducing total assessed income before tax is
calculated. Like exemptions, they are more
valuable to people with higher incomes than
people with lower incomes.
• Credits are applied against the tax owed to reduce
the amount of tax payable. They are always worth
an amount equal to the lowest marginal tax rate.
Therefore, credits were worth 17% until 2001,
when the lowest federal tax rate dropped to 16%.
In Canada, tax credits are nearly always nonrefundable—i.e., if credits remain after the
amount of tax owing has been reduced to zero,
the balance is not refundable. In certain cases,
however, the remaining balance can be “transferred” to a supporting relative or “carried
forward” to be applied in a future tax year.
• Deferrals occur in programs such as registered
savings plans, where any tax payable in relation to
that program may be deferred until a later date,
thus facilitating the accumulation of savings.

In recent years, past, present and future students
have benefited from some significant tax policy
changes. This section will examine all the tax benefits available to Canadian post-secondary students,
including the pre-study period and benefits after
graduation.

Federal Benefits
Tax Deferrals: Registered Education Savings Plans
(RESPs)
RESPs are funds to which taxpayers may contribute
for the purpose of saving money to cover the costs of
a beneficiary’s education. The investment return
on these funds is not taxable until the funds are
withdrawn. Tax on the investment is therefore
deferred until the funds are used for their specified
purpose. There is a limit to the amount of money
that a taxpayer can contribute to an RESP. In 1994
and 1995, a contribution could not exceed $1,500 per
beneficiary per year, with an overall lifetime limit of
$31,500 per beneficiary. In 1996, the annual limit was
increased to $2,000 and the lifetime limit to $42,000.
In 1997, the annual limit was increased to $4,000.
Prior to 1997, investment income derived from
contributions paid to an RESP could generally only
be used to help the designated beneficiary pursue
post-secondary education; when withdrawn from
the plan, it became taxable income in the beneficiary’s hands. If the beneficiary did not attend postsecondary education by the age of 21, then the
money reverted to the subscriber and tax was paid
on any interest or capital gains. Since 1997, if the
designated beneficiary of the RESP is 21 years old
and is not engaged in post-secondary study, the
subscriber may withdraw the funds from the plan
and use them to fill any unused RRSP room he or she
may have.
In 1998, the Government of Canada introduced the
Canada Education Savings Grant (CESG), which
supplements contributions to RESPs with a 20% grant,
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up to an annual maximum of $400 (see Section 5B.VI
for details). The CESG is a cash benefit rather than a
tax benefit (and is thus not counted as a tax expenditure), but its introduction added to the cost of the
existing tax benefit, as it increased the amount of
savings within RESPs.
Tax Exemptions—Scholarship, Fellowship, and
Bursary Income
Before 1972, all scholarship, fellowship and bursary
income was exempt from income tax. Tax reform
legislation in 1972 reduced government tax expenditure in this area by only exempting the first $500
of student income. In the 2000 tax year, this tax
exemption was increased to cover the first $3,000 of
all scholarship, fellowship and bursary income.
Tax Deductions—Moving Expenses Deduction
Students may deduct from their income any moving
expenses incurred when moving to a place of study,
provided that they are full-time students and are
moving at least 40 kilometres closer to their place of
study. Students may also deduct moving expenses
incurred in order to move closer to a place of employment, including co-op education and summer jobs.
In such cases, moving expenses can only be deducted
from income earned in the new location. This
deduction is based on the moving expense deduction
available to all taxpayers who move at least 40 kilometres closer to a place of employment.
Tax Credits — Tuition Fee Credit
Originally introduced in the 1961 tax year, a 16% tax
credit is available for tuition fees paid by students
to a recognized educational institution. The credit is
available if the total tuition fees paid to the institution exceed $100. The 1997 budget extended the
credit to cover all mandatory ancillary fees imposed
by post-secondary institutions, except student
union fees. All unused portions of this credit may be
transferred to a supporting spouse, parent or grandparent, to a maximum of $5,000; since 1997, unused
portions may also be carried forward for use in
future tax years.

Tax Credits—Education Tax Credit
Students who are enrolled at recognized educational
institutions on a full-time basis are entitled to claim
a tax credit based on the length and intensiveness
of studies. As recently as 1995, this credit was worth
a mere $60 per month for full-time students and
was unavailable to part-time students. Since 2000,
full-time students are awarded a credit of $400 for
every month of study, and part-time students are
awarded a credit of $120 for every month of study.
These credits can be used against either federal or
provincial taxes, except in Quebec, where the
province has an entirely separate tax collection
system (described below), and Prince Edward Island,
which, since the decoupling of federal and provincial
tax systems, only allows students to claim half the
federal credit ($200 per month of full-time study and
$60 per month of part-time study).
Table 5B.IV.1 shows the changes in the education
tax credit since 1994. In 1994, when the minimum
federal tax rate was 17%, eight months of the education amount credit was worth $108.80 in reduced
taxes (8 months x $80 x .17). The credit is now worth
$512 in reduced taxes. The $400 increase in the
value of this credit has offset roughly one third of
the national increase in tuition fees over the past
seven years.

Table 5B.IV.1 — Education Tax Credit Changes From
1994 to 2001
Year

Value of Education Credit
Full-Time
(per Month)

Part-Time
(per Month)

1994

$80

N/A

1996

$100

N/A

1997

$150

N/A

1998

$200

$60

2000

$400

$120

Source: Canada Customs and Revenue Agency.
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Table 5B.IV.2 — Amount and Value of Provincial Tax Credits in 2003
Amount/Month

BC
$200

AB
$420

SK
$400

MB
$400

ON
$420

NB
$400

PE
$200

NS
$400

Value of Credit

6.05%

10%

11.25%

10.9%

6.05%

9.68%

9.8%

9.77%

Tax Credits—Student Loan Interest
In 1998, the Government of Canada introduced a tax
credit on the interest portion of student loan
payments made in a given year. This credit, which
can be applied to payments under the Canada
Student Loans Program and similar provincial
programs, may be claimed in the year in which it is
earned or in any of the subsequent five years.

Provincial Benefits
All provinces to some extent provide their own
versions of tuition and education tax credits. All
provinces treat the tuition tax credits in the same
manner as the Government of Canada; five
provinces also have the same $400 per month
credit as the federal government. Three provinces—

NF
$200

YK
$400

NT
$400

NU
$400

10.57% 7.04%

7.2%

4%

British Columbia, Prince Edward Island and
Newfoundland and Labrador—declined to match
the federal government’s $400 per month credit and
kept their credits at $200 per month. Two others—
Alberta and Ontario—added inflation clauses to
their credits, so their credits are now worth more
than federal credits ($420 per month in 2003). Table
5B.IV.2 shows the amount of provincial tax credits
and the value of tax credits in each province (which
is equal to the lowest tax rate in each province).
Quebec
Since the Quebec government collects provincial
income tax independently of the federal government,
it has its own system of exemptions, deductions,
credits and deferrals. However, in most respects
the Quebec tax system’s benefits match those of

Table 5B.IV.3 — Government of Canada Tax Measures and Their Application in Quebec
Tax Measure
RESP contributions

Canada
Tax deferral on interest until student
cashes benefit; interest reverts to
subscriber if beneficiary does not
attend PSE; interest may be transferred
to RRSP if subscriber has room.

Quebec
Tax deferral on interest until student
cashes benefit; interest reverts to
subscriber if beneficiary does not
attend PSE; interest may be transferred
to RRSP if subscriber has room.

Scholarship income

First $3,000 exempted

All scholarship income is exempt from tax

Deduction for moving
expenses

All moving expenses tax-deductible

All moving expenses tax-deductible

Tuition fees

Credit for tuition and ancillary fees

Credit for tuition fees

Monthly education
amount

Credit equal to $400 per month (full-time)
or $200 per month (part-time)

None

Student loan interest

Credit equal to interest paid

Credit equal to interest paid

234

T H E P R I C E O F K N O W L E D G E 2 0 0 4 : A C C E S S A N D S T U D E N T F I N A N C E I N C A N A DA

the Government of Canada. Table 5B.IV.3 compares
Government of Canada tax measures and Government
of Quebec tax measures for students.
It should be noted that tax reform legislation in
1998 allowed Quebec taxpayers to choose between a
general personal income tax return and a simplified
tax return. The simplified tax return allowed taxpayers to choose to replace the various tax credits and
deductions with a flat amount of $2,350 per taxpayer.
As a result, many students find it advantageous to
forego specific education tax expenditures in favour
of claiming the flat amount. In the 2000 tax year, the
flat amount was increased to $2,515.
Finally, Quebec has one additional tax measure
which is not available elsewhere in Canada. Since
1993, students from a northern village who must pay
transportation costs because they live away from
home in order to study are provided with financial
assistance to help offset the cost and are exempt
from paying tax on this assistance.
Saskatchewan
In 2001, the government introduced a tax credit
available to all new post-secondary graduates who
gain employment in Saskatchewan. This credit is a
one-time non-refundable tax credit of $350. It can be
claimed by both graduates of Saskatchewan learning
institutions and graduates who have come from
outside of the province to work. Unused portions of
the credit may be carried forward to the next tax year
for up to four consecutive years.

Tax Benefits at Work
The best way to examine the effect of the various tax
measures is to show how these measures work at the
level of the individual full-time student. In this exercise, the effects examined will be limited to those that
affect the amount of payable federal tax. Federal tax
changes have had an effect on provincial taxes and
therefore the amount of payable provincial tax, but
these will be excluded in the interests of simplicity.
Without Tax Benefits
In a Canada without tax benefits for post-secondary
education, Jane Q. Student earns $10,000 through
employment. Jane also has a $3,000 scholarship,
which gives her a total income of $13,000.
Employment Income
Scholarship
Total Taxable Income
Marginal Tax Rate
Federal Tax (before credits)

$10,000.00
$3,000.00
$13,000.00
x 16%
$2,080.00

Jane’s federal tax is $2,080.00. This is then
reduced by the available tax credits. Because there
are no education tax credits in this example, Jane
can only access what is known as the “basic
personal exemption” of $7,634.00. The next step is
to calculate the amount of tax that Jane will pay.
Personal Exemption
Marginal Tax Rate
Total Non-Refundable Tax Credits

$7,634.00
x 16%
$1,221.44
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Finally, the total value of tax credits can be
applied to the total taxable amount to reduce the
amount of tax paid.
Federal Tax (before credits)
Total Non-Refundable Tax Credits
Total Federal Tax Payable

$2,080.00
- $1,221.44
$858.56

Thus, Jane would have to pay a total of $858.56 in
federal taxes.
With Tax Benefits
Jane Q. Student files her taxes for a second time,
this time in the real world, with existing Canadian
tax benefits.
Employment Income
Scholarship
Total Income
Scholarship Exemption
Total Taxable Income
Marginal Tax Rate
Federal Tax (before credits)

$10,000.00
$3,000.00
$13,000.00
- $3,000.00
$10,000.00
x 16%
$1,600.00

Jane has three main tax credits: the basic personal
exemption, tuition and fees (for the purposes of this
example, Jane pays the national average for tuition
and fees), and the education study credit (for the
purposes of this example, Jane attends school for
eight months per year).
Personal Exemption
$7,634.00
Tuition and Fees
$3,852.00
Education Amount
$3,200.00
Total
$14,686.00
Marginal Tax Rate
x 16%
Total Non-Refundable Tax Credits $2,349.76
The total value of tax credits can now be applied
to the total taxable amount to reduce the amount of
payable tax.
Federal Tax (before credits)
Total Non-Refundable Tax Credits
Total Federal Tax Payable

$1,600.00
-$2,349.76
-$749.76

Not only does Jane not have to pay any taxes, she
also receives $749.76 worth of tax credits that can be
carried forward to future tax years. In total, therefore,
the net effect of the various federal tax exemptions
and credits for Jane is $749.76 + $858.56 = $1,608.32.
It should be noted that this total would be somewhat
higher if provincial credits were included, although
the amount would depend on the size of the provincial credits and the province’s tax rates.
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V. Private Borrowing and Credit Cards
Private Student Loans

institutions may grant eligibility to international
Government student loans are not the only financial
students who have a Canadian citizen as a co-signer).
product available to students. Most major banks also
Since most students do not have a secure
offer lines of credit to students. A line of credit is a
income, a co-signer is often required to guarantee
type of revolving credit—that is, new funds become
that monthly payments will be made. The co-signer
available as payments are made on credit already
must be: financially independent and able to pay
used, which allows one to borrow money as needed,
the required interest; of at least the age of majority
up to a pre-approved maximum. Unlike government
in the province where the line of credit is set up;
student loans, the availability of lines of credit is not
and, generally speaking, a Canadian citizen or
based on need. Bank lines of credit can therefore be
permanent resident.
an attractive option for those who do not qualify for
Some financial institutions will grant a student
need-tested assistance.
line of credit to students without a co-signer,
No central statistics are gathered concerning
provided that the applicant can prove the financial
private lines of credit, and banks do not, as a rule,
means by which she or he can make monthly
release information concerning borrowers. The best
interest payments. In such cases, the applicant must
available evidence, which comes
be the age of majority in the province
from the Canadian Undergraduate
or territory where the line of credit is
One of the benefits of a
Survey Consortium’s 2002 Survey of
established and usually must have
student
line
of
credit
is
Undergraduate University Students
some previous full-time work experithe ease of quickly accessing ence. The past borrowing and credit
and the Canadian College Student
Survey Consortium’s 2002 survey of
histories of both the applicant and
funds when they are
Canadian College Student Finances
the co-signer are checked before a
required; another benefit
suggests that 10% to 20% of all
is that interest is only paid student line of credit is granted.
college and university students use
The financial institution lending
on
the
amount
used.
private loans as a form of financing,
the funds sets the loan limit based
of which approximately a third are
on the student’s financial request,
simultaneously using public student loans. These
past borrowing history, and current and future
studies also suggest that the average amount
ability to repay. While studying, students are only
borrowed annually from these sources is approxirequired to make monthly interest payments on the
mately the same as the average amount borrowed
amount of credit used. This is more onerous than
from public sources (i.e., the amounts are the
repaying government student loans, which, as a rule,
same, but incidence is lower). Over the course of a
do not require students to make payments while
degree, however, private sources are used less than
they are in school.
public sources.
Most financial institutions offer a preferential
To be eligible for a student line of credit, an
interest rate for students, which is the prime rate
applicant must provide proof of full- or part-time
plus an added percentage (usually one percentage
enrolment at a recognized Canadian university or
point). One of the benefits of a student line of credit
college. The field of study is generally not considered;
is the ease of quickly accessing funds when they are
however, some financial institutions have special
required; another benefit is that interest is only paid
arrangements for students from selected professional
on the amount used. While studying, all Canadian
programs. The applicant must also be a Canadian
financial institutions allow students to make
citizen or permanent resident (although some financial
monthly payments of the interest only.
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Upon graduation, there is usually a grace period
(typically 12 months, compared to six months for
government loans) to allow students to establish
themselves in the workforce before requiring them
to begin making repayments on the loan principal.
At the end of the grace period, the loan switches
from a revolving credit line to a regular amortized
loan, and monthly payments are required on both

the interest and the principal, usually at a higher
interest rate than before. The length of the repayment period is negotiated between the bank and the
borrower and varies according to the amount
borrowed and the borrower’s ability to repay. No
Canadian bank penalizes for early repayment of the
principle. Table 5B.V.1 shows the different student
line of credit options available at Canadian banks.

Table 5B.V.1 — Student Line of Credit Options by Financial Institution

Locations
of branches

National
Bank of
Bank of
Montreal Canada
CIBC
All
All
BC, AB, SK,
provinces provinces MB, ON, QC,
NB and NS

Royal
Bank
All
provinces

First
TD
Nations
Canada Laurentian Bank of
Trust
Bank
Canadaa
All
BC, AB, SK,
ON, QC
provinces
MB, ON
and SK
and QC

Credit
Unions
Scotia
(various)b
Bank
All
All
provinces provinces

Usually

Yes

Yes

Usually

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Annual
maximum

Flexible—
min.
$5,000

$6,500

$5,000

Flexible—
min.
$5,000

$8,000

$5,500

Flexible—
min.
$5,000

Flexible—
$5,000
to $10,000

$6,000

Maximum
number
of years

N/A

4 years

N/A

N/A

N/A

4 years

N/A

Varies

4 years

Total
maximum

$40,000

$26,000

$20,000

Flexible

$32,000

$20,000

$32,000

Flexible

$24,000

Preferential
interest rate

Prime
+ 1%
to prime
+ 2%

Prime
+ 1%

Prime
+ 1%

Prime
+ 1%

Prime
+ 1%

Prime
+ 1%

Prime
+ 1%

Prime
+ 0.5%
to prime
+3%

Prime
+ 1%

Monthly
payments
while in
school

Interest
only

Interest
only

Interest
only

Interest
only

Interest
only

Interest
only

Interest
only

Interest
only

Interest
only

Grace
period after
graduation

12
months

12
months

12
months

6
months

12
months

12
months

12
months

Up to
12
months

Up to
12
months

Line of credit
switches to
loan after
graduation

Yes

No

Usually

Negotiable

Yes

Yes

Yes

Usually

Yes

Interest rate
increases
during
repayment
period

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Usually

Yes

Co-signer
required
Credit history
checked

Notes: a First Nations Bank of Canada is an affiliate of TD Canada Trust Bank and markets most TD products using the same terms
and conditions.
b A sample was drawn from six cities: Vancouver, Saskatoon, Winnipeg, Toronto, Montreal and Moncton.
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In addition to the programs shown in Table 5B.V.1,
several Canadian banks offer improved student
line of credit options for individuals in selected
professional programs such as medicine, dentistry
and Master’s of Business Administration. These lines
of credit are more advantageous than the normal
student line of credit in a number of ways and are
offered to students in professional programs
because their course of studies has identified them,

as far as banks are concerned, as “preferential
customers” and a good credit risk. While details vary
among financial institutions, generally speaking
these special student lines of credit allow students
to borrow more money at lower rates of interest
and allow for repayment on a more flexible scale.
Table 5B.V.2 outlines the different line of credit options
available to students in certain professional programs.

Table 5B.V.2 — Student Line of Credit Programs for Students in Selected Professional Programs
by Financial Institution

Locations
of branches

CIBC
All
provinces

Bank of
Montreal
All
provinces

National
Bank of
Canada
BC, AB, SK,
MB, ON, QC,
NB and NS

Royal
Bank
All
provinces

TD
Canada
Trust
All
provinces

First
Nations
Bank
ON, QC and
SK

Scotia
Bank
All
provinces

Programs

MD, DN,
OP and VT

MD, DN, OP,
LA, VT, PH
and CH

MD, PH, LA,
OP, CE, DN
and VT

MD, DN, OP,
VT, MBA,
CH, LA, PH,
CE and CA

MD, LA,
DN, CA and
MBA

MD, LA, DN,
CA and MBA

MD, DN, VT,
PH, CH,
MBA, OP
and LA

Annual
maximum

$15,000–
$25,000

Varies by
program

$15,000

Varies by
program

$8,000–
$15,000

$8,000–
$15,000

Varies by
program—
min. $8,000

Maximum
number
of years

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

Total
maximum

$80,000–
$125,000

$80,000–
$125,000

$60,000

$55,000–
$125,000

$12,000–
$60,000

$12,000–
$60,000

Varies by
program—
max.
$125,000

Prime + 1%

Prime + 0.5%

Prime + 1%

Prime + 1%

Prime + 1%

Prime + 1%

Varies by
program

Monthly
payments
while in school

Interest
only

Interest
only

Interest
only

Interest
only

Interest
only

Interest
only

Interest
only

Length of grace
period after
graduation

6 to 12
months

12
months

12
months

6
months

12
months

12
months

6 to 12
months

Maximum
15 years

Varies
(maximum
7 years)

Maximum
15 years

Negotiable

Maximum
20 years

Maximum
20 years

Maximum
15 years

Preferential
interest rate

Repayment

Note:

Laurentian Bank of Canada offers a student line of credit for “specialized private training.” This is somewhat different from the
professional program student line of credit. Specifically, the specialized private training student line of credit is for students training
in a technical program, vocational program or apprenticeship program offered by CEGEPs or career colleges. The terms and conditions are the same as those for regular student lines of credit, except for the following: the maximum per year is only $1,500, and the
preferential interest rate is Prime + 2% rather than Prime + 1%.
Abbreviations: MD = Medicine, DN = Dentistry, VT = Veterinary Science, OP = Optometry, LA = Law, PH = Pharmacy,
CH = Chiropractic, CE = Civil Engineering, MBA = Master’s of Business Administration.

240

T H E P R I C E O F K N O W L E D G E 2 0 0 4 : A C C E S S A N D S T U D E N T F I N A N C E I N C A N A DA

Credit Cards
Despite increasing concern over students’ use of
credit cards, the best available data show that
student credit card use does not differ substantially
from that of the population as a whole. Data on
student credit card use come from the Making Ends
Meet survey conducted by Ekos Research Associates
in 2001–02 for the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation. Comparative data for the country as
a whole were obtained from a national survey
conducted in October 2001 by the Canadian Press
(CP) and Leger Marketing.
The Ekos Research survey found that nearly twothirds of Canadian post-secondary students (both at
universities and at colleges) possess at least one
credit card, and almost 40% report carrying debt on
those cards. Table 5B.V.3 breaks down the reported
number of credit cards for post-secondary students.
The results from Table 5B.V.3 are very similar to
the results for the population as a whole. The CP/
Leger Survey on Canadians and credit cards showed
that over 75% (n=1,507) of Canadians over 18 had at
least one credit card, and over 50% of respondents
reported that they had either one or two credit cards.
The Ekos Research survey found a strong correlation between student age and credit card possession.
Specifically, credit card ownership and the number
of cards possessed increase dramatically with age.
Less than 30% of students under 20 years old possess
credit cards; however, over 80% of students aged 21
or over possess at least one credit card. Figure 5B.V.1

Table 5B.V.3 — Distribution of Students by Number
of Credit Cards Owned
Number of
Credit Cards
0

Distribution
35%

1

35%

2

17%

3

5%

4+

5%

Don’t know/
No response

3%

Source: Ekos Research’s Making Ends Meet.

breaks down student credit card possession by
students’ age.
Data from Making Ends Meet show that less than
half of students with credit cards carry debt from
month to month. Of those who do, the average debt
level for students carrying a credit card balance is
$1,500; the median is $900. This average student
credit card debt level is slightly higher than the
average debt level of all credit card holders reported
in the CP/Leger Survey ($1,269).
The amount of credit card debt held by a student
is directly proportionate to the number of cards he
or she holds. The average debt for students with one
card is $900; the average rises to $1,600 for students
with two credit cards and to over $2,500 for those
with three or more.
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Figure 5B.V.1 — Number of Credit Cards by Age of Student
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Source: Ekos Research’s Making Ends Meet.
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VI. Other Assistance Programs
In addition to those programs traditionally
considered as “student assistance,” there are other
forms of publicly available funds used by students
to pursue post-secondary education that do not fit
into the traditional categories of student assistance,
tax credits and student employment programs.
These programs include the Employment Insurance
skills development fund, government and private
sector programs for Aboriginal students, government merit scholarships and education savings
incentive programs.

Employment Insurance Skills
Development Fund
The Government of Canada, in partnership with
provincial and territorial governments, provides
support to unemployed Canadians seeking to
enhance their skills. Funds for these programs are
generated through the Employment Insurance
skills development fund. Although federally funded,
programs are administered by provincial governments in order to ensure that they meet local labour
market needs. Each province and territory is given
some leeway to tailor the programs to meet their
individual requirements.
The Employment Insurance skills development
fund provides a level of financial assistance to
unemployed individuals who require skill training in
order to secure employment. Eligible individuals
must first apply and be approved before seeking
training and may continue to receive employment
insurance while receiving funding. The funding
traditionally lasts up to 52 weeks; however, it can be
extended for up to three years. These funds are
nearly always provided in the form of a grant.
In 2002–03, the Government of Canada invested
almost $2 billion in these programs, assisting almost
500,000 unemployed Canadians. However, because
the program tends to target short-term training
projects offered to individuals, the Employment
Insurance skills development fund primarily benefits people wishing to pursue studies at private

technical or vocational institutions. It is also
common for individuals to enrol in employment or
skill seminars run by independent contractors.
As a result of the fund’s focus, relatively little
of the money makes its way to people who are
considered “students” according to traditional
Statistics Canada definitions. In the 2003 Canadian
College Survey, almost 10% of respondents indicated using the Employment Insurance skills
development fund to help finance their education.
This implies that approximately 40,000 college
students are using Employment Insurance as a
funding source, and that students in diploma or
certificate programs at community colleges make
up only about 8% of all Employment Insurance
skills development fund recipients. On the whole,
college students receiving these funds tend to be
considerably older and are more likely to have
dependants than the average student.

Government Programs for
Aboriginal Students
The main program through which the Government
of Canada provides support to First Nations students
is the Post-Secondary Student Support Program
(PSSSP), which provides assistance to First Nations
students to help cover the cost of tuition fees, books
and travel, as well as providing a living allowance.
The PSSSP is valid for all levels of post-secondary
education, including community college diploma
and certification programs, undergraduate programs
and professional degree programs such as medicine
and engineering. A smaller program, the University
College Entrance Preparation Program (UCEP),
provides financial support for individuals seeking to
upgrade their academic skills prior to commencing
post-secondary education.
The goal of the PSSSP and UCEP is to support the
increased participation of Treaty/Status Indians and
Inuit students in post-secondary education, thereby
improving their employability. Only Status Indians
and Inuit living on or off reserve are eligible for
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these programs. Nationally, almost 100% of
combined PSSSP and UCEP funding is delivered
directly by First Nations Bands or their administering organizations.3 Each Band Council defines its
own selection criteria and policies. As a result, it is
difficult to make general statements about who
qualifies for these programs.
Over time, as program funding had remained
stable (total program spending was capped in
2001) and demand for funding has increased,
program guidelines have become more restrictive—
restrictions have been placed on students' eligibility,
and daycare and rent subsidies have been removed.4
The 2003–04 funding allocation for the PSSSP is
$304 million. It is estimated that approximately
26,000 students are receiving financial support
through the program.

However, the University of Toronto offers over 15
different awards, most of which are worth at least
$3,000. The total value of these scholarships is
included in the data on institutional scholarships in
Section 5B.II.
The National Aboriginal Achievement Foundation
is the largest Aboriginal organization to administer
Aboriginal scholarships for private corporations.
The majority of the Foundation’s awards are either
targeted to northern residents, students in northern
studies or Aboriginal students in traditionally underrepresented fields (e.g., law, medicine, journalism).
In addition, there are a few corporations—primarily
companies dealing with natural resources
(e.g., Imperial Oil, Husky Oil, Cogema Resources)—
which administer their own scholarships for
Aboriginal students.

Aboriginal Scholarship Programs

Government Undergraduate
Merit Scholarships

There are hundreds of scholarships, awards,
bursaries and fellowships targeting Aboriginal
students across the country. These programs, for
the most part, are competitive merit-based awards.
The Department of Indian and Northern Affairs
Canada (INAC) has compiled a fairly comprehensive
database of these awards and scholarships, which
it publishes on an annual basis. In addition,
INAC has made its database of awards for
Aboriginal students available on the Internet at
http://pse-esd.ainc-inac.gc.ca/abs/. Data posted on
the Internet are updated regularly.
According to INAC, there are more than 500 awards
for Aboriginal students in Canada, totalling more than
$2.5 million annually.5 The majority of these scholarships are administered by student awards offices at
various colleges and universities. Unsurprisingly,
institutions that have a high percentage of Aboriginal
students (e.g., Cambrian College, Lakehead University,
University of Manitoba, First Nations University
of Canada, Keyano College and University of
Saskatchewan) offer the majority of the awards.

The Government of Canada has a long history of
giving merit-based assistance to graduate students,
primarily through the three granting councils. It made
an exceptional foray into undergraduate merit-based
financing with the Canada Scholars Program, which it
funded from 1988 to 1995.6 In 1998, the Government
of Canada re-entered the merit award sector by establishing the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation. The Foundation began distributing its
millennium excellence awards in 2000, granting
renewable entrance scholarships based on academic
and extracurricular merit to students starting their
post-secondary studies. Rather than focusing solely
on academic achievement, the program’s purpose
is to recognize individuals who have shown a
commitment to leadership, innovation and the
betterment of their communities.7 In 2003, the
Foundation launched a second type of millennium
excellence award, known as the national in-course
award, to recognize similar qualities among students
who have already begun their post-secondary studies.

3.

INAC Web site, March 2002: http://www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/ps/edu/ense_e.html.

4.

Malatest and Associates’ Aboriginal Peoples and Post-Secondary Education: What Educators Have Learned, p. 21.

5.

These figures were obtained from INAC’s Web site: http://pse-esd.ainc-inac.gc.ca/abs/index.asp?lang=E.

6.

Founded by the Ministry of Industry, Science, and Technology Canada, the Canada Scholars Program was designed to encourage individuals,
especially women, to enter the field of science. The program was eliminated in the 1995 budget and phased out by 1998.

7.

Gucciardi, Recognizing Excellence?: Canada’s Merit Scholarships.
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There are five Canadian jurisdictions that run
merit programs with funds of more than $50,000 per
year. The most established and elaborate provincial
scholarship program is the Alberta Heritage Savings
Trust Fund. The Trust Fund was created in 1976,
when oil and gas revenues were high and the Alberta
government had budget surpluses. The Alberta
Heritage Scholarship Fund was created in September
1980 with a $100 million endowment from the Trust
Fund. The Alberta Heritage Scholarship Fund
distributes approximately 16,000 undergraduate
merit scholarships annually.
The newest program is Ontario’s Queen Elizabeth II
Scholarships. Launched in 2000 and formerly known
as the “Aiming for the Top Tuition Scholarships,”
these are need-merit hybrid scholarships meant to
recognize academically strong secondary school
students with demonstrated financial need who are
going on to post-secondary education. The average
value of these scholarships is approximately $2,200.
British Columbia administers four major programs. The District Scholarship Program consists of
$1,000 entrance scholarships based on academic
merit distributed by individual school districts to
over 500 graduating high school students across

the province. The Provincial Scholarship Program
gives entrance scholarships worth $1,000 or $2,000
based on academic merit to graduating high school
students who excel in provincial exams. The
Premier’s Excellence Award Program distributes
15 entrance scholarships worth $5,000 each on
the basis of extracurricular merit. The Passport to
Education Program is the largest such program
in B.C., providing more than 67,000 entrance scholarships based on academic merit. A high school
student in B.C. can receive as many as four of these
awards, if he or she is in the top 30% from Grade 9
through 12. They can be redeemed for tuition or
other educational expenses, up to a maximum value
of $800.
The Yukon Excellence Award is given to students
who perform well (80% or better) on Yukon
Territorial Examinations. The average value of the
award is just over $1,100 per student; it is awarded to
over 100 students annually.
The Centennial Merit Scholarship Program in
Saskatchewan was created in 2000 to assist students
entering post-secondary education with high
secondary school marks. In 2002–03, the province
invested over $500,000 to assist over 300 students.

Figure 5B.VI.1 — Canadian Government Spending on Merit Scholarships (1990–2003)
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All told, in 2002–03 the annual commitment
to undergraduate merit scholarships from all levels
of government was approximately $110 million,
of which $95 million came from provincial governments while approximately $15 million came
indirectly from the Government of Canada through
the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation.
Figure 5B.VI.1 shows the growth in government
merit assistance in the past decade.
The growth in merit scholarships can largely be
attributed to two factors in the late 1990s: 1) the
creation of the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation and its Millennium Excellence Award
Program, and 2) the creation of the Queen Elizabeth II
Scholarships in Ontario.

Private Merit Scholarships
Scholarship income from corporations or non-profit
foundations is an important funding component for
select students. There is, however, very little detailed
information about this sector; StudentAwards.com
undertook the only attempt made at describing this
sector in its 2000 National Scholarship Information
Project. This project analyzed the scholarship data
from StudentAwards.com’s own database. While
this is the country’s largest scholarship database,
its comprehensiveness is unknown. According
to StudentAwards.com, there are approximately
900 scholarships administered by corporations or
non-profit bodies in Canada.
It is easier to examine the “big players” in the
scholarship field. There are approximately ten
scholarship programs in Canada administered by
non-governmental or private organizations with
annual commitments of more than $50,000.8 The
biggest is the Canadian Merit Scholarship Foundation
Program, with an annual commitment of $1.5 million.
This program provides students with a renewable
entrance scholarship that recognizes well-rounded

students who combine academic promise with
character, leadership potential and a commitment
to the community.9
The Association of Universities and Colleges
of Canada (AUCC) and the Canadian Bureau for
International Education (CBIE) are the two main
administrators of scholarships for private corporations. Most of these programs are actually part of
benefits packages offered by companies to their
employees and hence should not be counted as merit
scholarships per se. One of the biggest corporate
programs is the TD Canada Trust Scholarship for
Outstanding Community Leadership, which provides
20 renewable and 60 entrance scholarships each
year on the basis of general extracurricular merit.
In 2002–03, the total value of the major programs
from both non-governmental and private sources
was approximately $4.1 million, distributed as less
than 1,000 scholarships. It should be noted that this
number does not include all actors in the private
scholarship sector, but rather only major NGO and
private scholarship programs, and thus underrepresents the size of the sector as a whole.

Canada Education Savings Grants
In 1998, the Government of Canada introduced the
Canada Education Savings Grant (CESG), in order
to make educational savings via an RESP more
financially attractive. The grant is paid directly into a
beneficiary’s RESP and adds 20% to the first $2,000 in
contributions made into an RESP on behalf of an
eligible beneficiary each year. The grant can therefore be as much as $400 per year per beneficiary;
over 18 years of saving it could amount to a total of
$7,200. Table 5B.VI.1 shows the total number of RESP
contracts and the value of those contracts.
The introduction of this program seems to have
had a major effect on the number of people using
RESPs, as the number of RESP contracts is expected

8.

These include the Canadian Merit Scholarship Foundation, Garfield Weston Merit Scholarships for Colleges, the Mensa Canada Scholarship Program,
the Miller Thompson Foundation Scholarship Program, the Terry Fox Foundation Humanitarian Award, the World Petroleum Congresses, the
Foundation for the Advancement of Aboriginal Youth and a few scholarships administered through the Association of Universities and Colleges of
Canada including the TD Canada Trust program.

9.

Gucciardi, p. 6.
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Table 5B.VI.1 — Overview of Registered Education Savings Plans
Year
1998

Number of
RESP Contracts
1,000,000

Aggregate Value
(in Billions of Dollars)
3.9

Average Value
of RESP
$3,900

1999

1,400,000

5.4

$3,857

2000

1,700,000

7.2

$4,236

200110

1,900,000

9.8

$5,157

2002

2,300,000

12.7

$5,521

Source: Canada Education Savings Grant Program

to rise by 130% in the five years following the introduction of the plan. It is impossible to tell, however,
if this increase represents a rise in the total number
of people saving for their children’s education or
merely an increase in the use of one particular
savings vehicle by people who would have saved
for their children’s education in any case.
In the 2004 Federal Budget, the Government of
Canada introduced measures to enhance the Canada
Education Savings Grant for low- and middleincome Canadians. Starting in 2004, a $500 Canada

Learning Bond will be provided at birth for children
in families that are entitled to the National Child
Benefit supplement—generally, families with incomes
under $35,000.
Also, the Federal Budget announced that, from
2005, the 20% matching rate would be doubled to 40%
for families with incomes of less than $35,000.
It also proposes increasing the rate to 30% for families
with incomes between $35,000 and $70,000. These
enhanced CESG rates will apply to the first $500
contributed in a year to a child’s RESP.

10. The 2001 and 2002 estimates are based on the actual grant paid, repayment values, and the average rate of Government of Canada marketable bonds
over ten years (in 2001, the rate was 5.78%).

Chapter 5C

Government Expenditures
on Student Assistance

249

Chapter 5C

Government Expenditures
on Student Assistance
I. Introduction—Government Expenditures on Students
recently as 1996, tax expenditures have in the past few
This chapter examines total government expendiyears become more important than student loans
tures on students, including both expenditures
and grants as a source of government support for
made directly to students in the form of student
students. Specifically, the Government of Canada
assistance or tax credits and expenditures on
has tripled its investment in tax expenditures for
educational institutions.
post-secondary education since 1996. Provincial
The most visible form of government expenditure
government tax expenditures have risen as well,
on students is need-based student aid. Canadian
but at a much slower rate. This development has
governments, as a whole, reduced their commitment
important policy implications, because most tax
to this form of funding in the early 1990s by reducing
expenditures—unlike student assistance programs—
the number of grants available to students and
do not deliver assistance based on a student’s level
simultaneously increasing loan limits. Between 1994
of need. Furthermore, the introand 1998, however, government
duction of the Canada Education
expenditures on loan and
Tax expenditures have in the past
Savings Grant has created an
grant programs doubled in real
few
years
become
more
important
additional $360 million per
dollars, primarily as a result of
than student loans and grants as
year which is distributed to
major new investments by the
a source of government support
individuals on the basis of
Government of Ontario and
something other than need.
the Government of Canada.
for students. Specifically, the
A small but still significant
This occurred even though Government of Canada has tripled its
amount of expenditures on
total assistance (i.e., loans and
investment in tax expenditures for
students is made via student
grants) began to decline in 1996,
post-secondary education since 1996. employment programs. Overall,
primarily because an increasCanadian governments spend
ingly large proportion of assisabout $340 million per year on student employment
tance was being provided through grants rather than
programs, much of which is used to support seasonal
loans (which are cheaper in terms of the cost to
summer employment. These programs and their
governments). In 2000–01, total program expendiassociated expenditures are reviewed in Section IV.
tures on student assistance in Canada were just over
The largest set of government expenditures on
$2 billion. Since then, expenditures have fallen as a
post-secondary education is transfers to educational
result of declining student borrowing. Details about
institutions. In a very real—if often ignored—sense,
government expenditures on student assistance are
these transfers are also transfers to students: without
shown in Section II of this chapter.
them, institutions would need to charge students
Government tax expenditures and the Canada
much higher tuition fees in order to provide
Education Savings Grant are the subject of Section III.
quality education. In 2002, Canadian governments
Little used as a vehicle for funding students as
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collectively spent approximately $15 billion on educational institutions, down from $19 billion a decade
earlier. Government expenditures on post-secondary
institutions are examined in detail in Section V.
The final section of this chapter combines data
from Sections II through V in order to analyze
aggregate trends in transfers benefiting students.
Since 1995, when the Canada Health and Social

Transfer was introduced, the share of overall postsecondary expenditures received by individuals
(rather than institutions) has risen substantially.
While this is partially due to increases in need-based
funding, especially grants, it is first and foremost the
result of a massive increase in spending on measures
unrelated to need, such as tax expenditures and the
Canada Education Savings Grants.
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II. Government Expenditures on Student Assistance
This section complements Section 5A.IX, which
looked at the total amounts of need-based assistance available to students from 1990–91 to 2002–03.
The purpose of this section is to look at the cost of
providing such assistance to students. There is an
important distinction between grants and loans in
terms of the cost to governments: every dollar
granted to a student costs governments a dollar,
whereas every dollar loaned to a student costs only a
fraction of a dollar, as governments eventually
recoup most of the money borrowed by students.
While loans are significantly subsidized through
guarantees, in-school interest subsidies, interest
relief programs and so forth, they remain, from
the government’s point of view, much more cost
effective than grants.
While there is no central reporting on student
assistance expenditures in Canada, provincial
governments have provided enough data (in
response to a request from the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation) to create a reasonably
accurate treatment of the subject. Before turning to
this analysis, however, it should be noted that some
annual student aid expenditures have nothing to do
with assistance provided in the year in question.
Much of the in-school interest subsidy (which is the

cost of paying interest on all loans to students who
are still in full-time studies) and all “back-end”
subsidies such as interest relief, loan remission and
the cost of loan defaults derive from loans made in
previous years. Governments in Canada are now
beginning to make provisions in their budgets for
remission, interest relief and defaulted loans in
the year in which the loans are made; in the short
term, however, these provisions tend to artificially
inflate student aid expenditures as governments
simultaneously pay for old loans on a cash basis and
new loans on an accrual basis.
Figure 5C.II.1 shows total government expenditures on student assistance in Canada by source,
from 1990–91 to 2002–03. Nationally, spending on
student assistance fell sharply in the early 1990s as a
result of the widespread shift from loans to grants.
This drop, however, was short-lived; within three
years of the sudden decrease in expenditures,
Canadian spending on student assistance had
returned to its former levels (even without taking
into account the one-time jump in Canada Student
Loan expenditures in 1995). It continued to rise until
it passed $2 billion in 1997–98, one year after the peak
in overall student assistance seen in Figure 5A.IX.4.
Direct own-source spending from provincial

Figure 5C.II.1 — Total Expenditures on Student Assistance in Canada from 1990 to 2002 (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Government of Canada, provincial Student Aid Offices and the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s annual reports.
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Figure 5C.II.2 — Federal and Provincial Shares of Total Assistance Expenditures (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Government of Canada, provincial Student Aid Offices and the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s annual reports.

programs subsequently began to decrease, and
in 2002–03 provincial governments collectively
spent only half of what they spent in 1997–98.
Canada Student Loans expenditures have remained
essentially constant over time (ignoring the one-year
bump in 2000 when the program switched from cash
to accrual accounting, which created a “double
count” of expenditures). Similarly, the Canada

Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s grant expenditures have remained relatively constant at around
$290 million per year since its inception.
Another way to examine these data is simply to
look at the relative shares of overall expenditures
over time, as depicted in Figure 5C.II.2. Provincial
governments’ share of total student assistance
expenditures fluctuated between 50% and 70% of

Figure 5C.II.3 — Total Student Assistance Expenditures by Type (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Government of Canada, provincial Student Aid Offices and the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s annual reports.
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Figure 5C.II.4 — Total Loan Expenditures as a Percentage of Loans Issued
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Source: Government of Canada, provincial Student Aid Offices and the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s annual reports.

total expenditures until 1997–98. After that, the rapid
growth in federal spending on student assistance
(including the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation, a creation of the Government of
Canada) caused the federal share of total assistance
to double from 30% to 60% in just four years.
When looking at total spending, it is important
to understand the causes of the steady decrease
in spending over the past seven years. As shown
in Sections 4.XII and 5A.IX, non-repayable aid
(i.e., grants and loan remission) has generally been
increasing over the past few years, while loan aid has
been decreasing sharply, due to both a decrease in
the number of borrowers and a decrease in average
real borrowing. As Figure 5C.II.3 shows, the recent
drop in government spending on student assistance
is due almost entirely to a decrease in spending on
loans. Discounting the effects of a one-year spike in
grant spending in Ontario in 1999–2000 (caused by
a switch from an accrual to a cash method of

accounting for remission programs), overall grant
spending has remained essentially constant since
the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation
began disbursing money at the turn of the decade.
The cost of maintaining loans, on the other hand,
has dropped from about $1.3 billion in 1997–98 to
just over $700 million in 2002–03.
The fall in the cost of loans is largely a reflection
of the drop in overall borrowing. As mentioned
previously in section 5A.IX and 4.XI, this is a result of
fewer students borrowing and declines in the overall
loan amounts. Despite the drop in interest rates, the
cost of maintaining a loan has not changed much
over the years; in fact, as shown in Figure 5C.II.4, the
ratio of spending on student loans to student loans
issued has stayed roughly constant—between 25 to
35 cents per dollar since 1994. Generally speaking,
the cost is in the low end of this range; two of
the three occasions when loan spending surpassed
30 cents per dollar coincided with major accounting
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Figure 5C.II.5 — Changes in Government Student Assistance per Client From 1990 to 2002 (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Government of Canada, provincial Student Aid Offices and the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s annual reports.

adjustments in the federal program (namely, a
$200 million backlog of defaulted loans was paid in
1995, while accounting switched from a cash to an
accrual basis in 2000).
Another way of looking at the issue is to examine
student assistance on a per-client basis—that is,
dividing total assistance by the total number of
student assistance “clients.” The results are shown in
Figure 5C.II.5. From the perspective of the individual
student or client, student aid expenditures actually
continued to rise in the mid-1990s even as total
student assistance spending began to fall; it reached

an all-time high of $4,532 per client in 2000–01.
Since that time, per-client spending has dropped by
19% in real dollars, to $3,671. But this is not because
of any major drop in per-client grant spending,
which stayed relatively stable in inflation-adjusted
terms. In fact, the drop in per-client expenditure is
partly a result of a drop in average borrowing (the
top line in Figure 5C.II.5, also seen in Figure 4.XII.2)
and partly a result of a 25% drop in the cost of
lending (shown in Figure 5C.II.4 above), which in
turn likely reflects a sharp drop in interest rates.
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III. Tax Expenditures and Canada Education Savings Grants
Tax Expenditures
Over the past decade, government policymakers
have increasingly focused on non-need-based
means of distributing subsidies for post-secondary
education. While matching savings programs have
received the lion’s share of public attention, these
are actually a comparatively minor source of nonneed-based expenditures. The main vehicle for
spending of this type has been tax expenditures.
Tax credits targeted at post-secondary students
have become popular policy tools for the federal
government over the past few years. In political
terms, tax credits can be defined as “spending” or
“tax relief,” depending on how the government of
the day wishes to portray its record. Due to the
transferable nature of these tax credits, they can
similarly be heralded either as tax breaks for the
young or tax breaks for families. Also, unlike most
education-related interventions, the Government of
Canada does not need to negotiate with provincial
governments in order to implement them.
Modifications to the tax system that benefit
students do not receive much attention within the
post-secondary community, but these programs
nevertheless cost a great deal to implement. Total
government tax expenditures for post-secondary
students rival total government expenditures on
student assistance,1 and at the federal level the
Government of Canada spends considerably more
on tax credits than on student assistance. Any
examination of government expenditures on student
assistance is therefore incomplete without an
examination of tax expenditures.

Government of Canada
During the late 1990s, the Government of Canada
introduced a series of new tax benefits aimed at
students. These included a tax credit for interest
payments on student loans, an increase in study
credit, increased RESP benefits, increased tax exemptions for scholarships and awards, an expansion of

1.

the tuition tax credit to include ancillary fees, a
quintupling of the value of the monthly education
credit, the introduction of a monthly education
credit for part-time students and a change in the
rules which allowed students to carry forward any
unused tax credits to future tax years. It is easy to
overlook the significance of these changes—but
when the data are examined, the changes are in
fact quite large. Since 1992, the federal government
has nearly quadrupled its commitment to postsecondary education tax expenditures. In 2000,
for the first time ever, the federal government
committed over $1 billion to tax expenditures for
Canadian students, and the total is rapidly heading
toward $2 billion. Figure 5C.III.1 shows the changes
in federal tax expenditures since 1990.
Transferred education and tuition tax credits,
which allow students’ family members (usually
parents) to claim the value of any unused credits
against their own taxes, are the largest single
student-related tax expenditure. The value of these
credits decreased significantly after the tax reform of
1988, which converted all forms of education tax
assistance from tax deductions (which benefit the
wealthy disproportionately) into credits (which are
of equal value regardless of income). Their value
then grew rapidly after the 1996 and 1997 budgets,
when the tuition tax credit was expanded and the
monthly education tax credit rose in value from
$60 per month to $200 per month and then, in 2000,
to $400 per month. Also, a tax credit for part-time
students was introduced in 1998. These measures
appear not to have substantially affected the value of
the transferred tax credit, presumably because a new
provision allows students to carry forward any
unused credits to use against future tax liabilities.
Since this provision was introduced, students appear
to be less likely to transfer unused credits to their
parents, preferring instead to keep them for their
own future use (nevertheless, in absolute terms,
students still transfer far more than they roll over for
future years).

A tax expenditure is the amount of money it costs the government to provide a tax credit or tax deduction. There is considerable debate about how tax
expenditures are calculated, as the method used to calculate their value assumes that everyone who currently benefits from a tax expenditure (in this
case, students) would continue with that activity even if the tax support were taken away. Since the data in this book show that aggregate demand for
post-secondary education appears to be relatively price-insensitive in Canada, this method of calculating the value of tax credits seems adequate.
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At the moment, the fastest-growing tax expenditure is the tax exemption on interest and capital
gains on assets held under an RESP, which has
quadrupled over the past six years. The rapid growth
in this expenditure reflects the phenomenal growth
in the program since the introduction of the Canada
Education Savings Grant.

Provincial Governments
The Canada Customs and Revenue Agency collects
federal and provincial income tax on behalf of every
province and territory except Quebec, which collects
its own provincial income tax. Combining federal
and provincial tax collection efforts saves collection
and administration costs and results in only one
income tax form to be filled out each year. Income tax
in all jurisdictions except Quebec was until recently
calculated as a percentage of the federal tax owed.
Each province or territory had the power to set its
own rate, but this rate was tied to the federal amount.

This meant that any federal tax measures automatically affected provincial and territorial revenue.
A new federal-provincial arrangement has resulted
in changes to this system. In the 2000 and 2001 tax
years, several provinces changed to the Tax on
Income system. Under this system, provincial
tax rates are no longer calculated as a percentage
of federal tax. Instead, provinces can set their own
rates based on federally determined taxable income.
This system gives participating jurisdictions greater
flexibility in setting tax policy. For example, federal
non-refundable tax credits no longer have an effect
on provincial revenue unless the province offers the
same credit (for the most part, provinces have
retained whatever tax credits had previously been in
the system, such as education tax credits). Federally
imposed deductions and exemptions, which reduce
taxable income, will still affect provincial revenues.
The estimated cost to provincial treasuries of
tuition and education credits can be calculated by
using Revenue Canada statistics on the tuition and

Figure 5C.III.1 — Federal Government Tax Expenditures for Post-Secondary Students Since 1990
(in Millions of 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Government of Canada’s Department of Finance Tax Expenditures & Evaluations 2002.
Note:

These data are drawn from Government of Canada 2002 Expenditures And Evaluations. The 2003 data, however, show a $300 million
revision in the carry-forward tax credit over several years. The Department of Finance was unable to provide an explanation for this
revision. Given the tremendous growth in enrolment and the value of tuition in Canada, it is the authors’ belief that the numbers
listed are correct.
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Figure 5C.III.2 — Provincial/Territorial Government Tax Expenditures for Post-Secondary Students Since 1990
(in Millions of Real 2003 Dollars)a
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Source: Revenue Canada tax tables and authors’ calculations.
Note:

a Data for 2003 and 2004 have been estimated by the authors.

education amounts claimed in each province. The
value of provincial tax credits has been decreasing in
recent years. This is not because provinces have cut
back on the amount of their education credits, but
rather because reductions in provincial tax rates
have in effect reduced the value of all tax credits.
Figure 5C.III.2 shows the estimated costs of federal
tuition and education credits for provincial and
territorial governments.
It should be noted that the data in Figure 5C.III.2,
which are based on Revenue Canada tax figures, do
not line up perfectly with those from Figure 5C.III.1,
which are based on Department of Finance tax
expenditure estimates. For reasons that are unclear,
but may be related to the way the value of the
carry-forward credit is calculated, the amounts of tax
credits claimed are lower than the amounts of estimated expenditures. If the Revenue Canada data are
correct, then the expenditures shown in Figure 5C.III.1
are too high; conversely, if the Department of Finance
data are correct, then the expenditures shown in
Figure 5C.III.2 are too low.

In addition to bearing the cost of federal tax
credits, several provinces—notably, Quebec, Ontario
and Saskatchewan—run tax-based assistance programs of their own.
Quebec
The Government of Quebec administers and collects
its taxes independently. Quebec has three main tax
expenditures related to post-secondary students:
tuition and examination fees, interest on student
loans and partial exemption of student income.
The partial exemption of student income came into
effect in the 2001 budget; early estimates indicate
that it costs $7 million per year. Table 5C.III.1 shows
Quebec tax expenditures on students in recent years
in 2003 dollars.
Ontario
Until 2004, the Government of Ontario offered a
graduate transitions tax credit program to assist
recently unemployed post-secondary graduates of
an Ontario institution in entering the labour force.
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Table 5C.III.1 — Estimated Cost of Quebec Tax Expenditures on Students (in Millions of 2003 Real Dollars)
Tuiton/Examination fees

1994
41

1995
41

1996
42

1997
37

1998
39

1999
54

2000
59

2001
53

2002
51

2003
52

7

12

14

14

14

14

74

65

59

51

44

43

43

Interest on student loans
Exemption of bursary
and award income
Source: Government of Quebec.

This program provided a maximum $4,000 tax credit
based on 10% of an individual’s salary (maximum of
15% for small businesses). The value of this program
was estimated at $40 million annually. It was
eliminated in the 2004 provincial budget.
Saskatchewan
In 2001, the Government of Saskatchewan introduced
a graduate tax credit, available to post-secondary
graduates who choose to live in Saskatchewan after
graduation. This program will cost approximately
$3 million in 2004.

Total Government Tax Expenditures
Calculating total government tax expenditures is
relatively simple: it can be done by combining the
data presented in Figures 5C.III.1 and .2, as shown
in Figure 5C.III.3.

Figure 5C.III.3 shows that total estimated tax
expenditures on students for all levels of government in Canada are equal to $2.3 billion in the
fiscal year 2004. To put this in perspective, it is
roughly equivalent to the total of all government
transfers to colleges and universities in Manitoba,
Saskatchewan and the four Atlantic provinces
combined. More importantly, in the last three years,
tax-based assistance has grown to the point where it
is a larger annual expenditure than need-based
loans and grants.
It should be noted that, unlike student assistance
programs, almost none of this tax-based assistance
is delivered on the basis of need. The education
amount and tuition tax credits, which account for
over two-thirds of education-related tax expenditures,
are need-neutral. Tax sheltered growth for RESPs is
technically need-neutral, but since savings are
correlated to income (see Section 1.IV), this is in effect

Figure 5C.III.3 — Total Government Tax Expenditures for Post-Secondary Students Since 1990 (in Millions
of 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Government of Canada’s Department of Finance and Provincial Department of Finance Data.
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Figure 5C.III.4 — Canada Education Savings Grant Recipients and Expenditures From 1998 to 2003
(in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Canada Education Savings Grant program.

a regressive tax expenditure, since it tends to benefit
wealthier families. Only the tax credit for income
paid on student loans is need-based, and only retrospectively—that is, it assists people who used to be in
a high need group and, as a consequence of their high
level of need, received a student loan.

The latest data, from the 2002 Survey of
Approaches to Educational Planning, show that
52% of parents saving for their children’s education
are using RESPs and hence receiving CESGs as well.
The CESG program regularly publishes statistics on
the number of beneficiaries and total expenditures.
These are presented in Figure 5C.III.4.

Canada Education Savings Grants
Since 1971, Canada has had Registered Education
Savings Plans, or RESPs, to encourage Canadians to
save for their children’s education. In 1998, the
Government of Canada introduced the Canada
Education Savings Grant (CESG), in order to make
educational savings via an RESP more financially
attractive. The grant is paid directly into a beneficiary’s
RESP and adds 20% to the first $2,000 in contributions
made to an RESP on behalf of an eligible beneficiary
each year. This means the grant can be as much as
$400 each year per beneficiary, and over 18 years of
saving it could amount to a total of $7,200.

Total Non-Need-Based Expenditures
Total spending on non-need-based transfers to
individuals has more than tripled in real dollars in
the past decade, from $800 million to today’s
$2.6 billion, 80% of which comes from the
Government of Canada. For the most part, this
increase has come about through an expansion of
federal tax credits. These expenditures are now
considerably larger than those on need-based
student financial assistance. Trends in spending on
non-need-based expenditures are presented in
Figure 5C.III.5.
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Figure 5C.III.5 — Total Expenditures on Non-Need-Based Transfers to Individuals for Post-Secondary
Students Since 1990 (in Millions of 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Government of Canada’s Department of Finance, Provincial Department of Finance Data and the Canada Education Savings
Grant program.
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IV. Student Employment Program Expenditures
Figure 5C.IV.1 — 2003 Expenditures on Youth
Employment Programs in Canada in Millions
of Dollars a,b
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As noted in Section 5B.III, all Canadian governments
operate some kind of youth-oriented employment
programs targeting post-secondary students specifically or youth in general. While all employment
programs targeted to post-secondary students are
youth-focused, the reverse is not necessarily true—
many youth programs specifically exclude postsecondary students by targeting youth at risk or
unemployed youth. This section only shows the value
of those programs that are specific to post-secondary
students and graduates or—in a few cases—programs
for which all students are eligible, but for which postsecondary students are the main beneficiaries.
Despite the fact that these employment programs
are primarily of benefit to students, governments
tend not to consider them as student subsidies.
This is because governments view student employment programs not only as a transfer of money
to students but also as a way of providing nonprofit organizations and government departments
with cheap seasonal labour. In addition, student
employment programs may reinforce government
policy initiatives in other areas. For example, a
number of overseas internships support Canadian
foreign policy initiatives, while closer to home,
inter-provincial exchange programs promote
Canadian bilingualism and multiculturalism. Private
businesses and non-profit organizations also benefit
from an injection of educated workers and many,
especially NGOs, require government subsidies and
grants in order to make these positions available.
The Government of Canada is by far the largest
funder of student and youth employment programs
in the country; its annual expenditures on such
programs exceed $240 million. Federal expenditures
on youth employment programs make up about
three-quarters of total government expenditures on
youth employment programs. The Government of
Canada’s costs are distributed among 31 different
youth employment programs, but about 80% of the
total costs can be attributed to just three programs—
Youth Internship Canada ($70 million per year),
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Source: Human Resources and Skills Development Canada and
provincial and territorial governments.
Notes: a The total costs for the Government of Canada may
be slightly higher since three programs (Canada’s Digital
Collections Program, Parks Canada and Summer-Student
Connection Program) did not report program costs.
b All provincial expenditures are for 2003, except for Alberta
and Quebec, where the most recent available data are from
2001. Also, a handful of provincial programs did not report
expenditures.

Youth Service Canada ($40 million per year) and
Summer Career Placements ($90 million per year).
Figure 5C.IV.1 shows government expenditures on
student employment programs in Canada.
Figure 5C.IV.2 shows the reported cost to provincial
governments of youth employment programs in 2003.
Generally speaking, most provinces with multiple
programs have one “main” program and a number of
smaller “niche” programs. Saskatchewan, for instance,
spends over 90% of its student employment budget
on a single program.
In most provinces, direct employment assistance
to students takes the form of subsidies to employers.
This is not the case in Quebec, where nearly half of
all student employment program expenditures is
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provided through summer jobs and internships in
the government itself. In Ontario, nearly twice as
much is spent on subsidies to employers as on direct
employment through government departments and
agencies. In 2003, the Government of Ontario spent
over $59 million on student employment programs.
Similar numbers for the Government of Quebec
were not available.

Manitoba is fairly unusual among provinces, as
it distributes its funding fairly evenly through a
large number of programs. Conversely, nearly all
of Saskatchewan’s expenditures are dedicated to
its Centennial Student Employment Program.
Employment programs in the territories are
primarily focused on providing summer student
employment.

Figure 5C.IV.2 — 2003 Cost of Student Employment Programs by Province in Millions of Dollarsa,b
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Notes: a The total cost for New Brunswick is likely higher than that reported here since the costs for Student Employment and Experience
Development were not reported; the cost of this program in 2001 was $6 million. Program costs in Manitoba and Saskatchewan
are also slightly under-reported, since four programs in Manitoba (Aboriginal Youth Internship Program, Partners for Careers, STEP
Services and Youth Services Manitoba) and two programs in Saskatchewan (Aboriginal Management and Professional Internship
Program and Spruce Krew) were not reported. Finally, the following program costs were not reported in British Columbia: COOP
Training, Youth Employment Program and Public Service Internships.
b All provincial/territorial expenditures are for 2003, except for Alberta and Quebec, where the most recent available data are from 2001.
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V. Expenditures on Post-Secondary Institutions
because they are split between several departments,
In addition to various forms of direct subsidies
cannot easily be collected directly from government
provided in the form of student assistance, students
sources. In general, however, government sources
also benefit indirectly from a much larger set of
were preferred over the CANSIM database due to
subsidies—namely, the subsidies paid directly to
the accuracy of the data. Data provided directly
post-secondary institutions. Since it is primarily
by provinces and territories while in some cases
subsidies to institutions that sustain the education
identical to CANSIM data, often come from official
system, they could also, in a broader sense, be
government documents with sources. CANSIM data
considered subsidies to students. Without these
are in effect third-hand information, with a greater
subsidies, tuition would certainly be much higher
potential for human error.
than it is at present. During the period of general
This method of calculating government expendifiscal restraint in the mid- to late-1990s, transfers
tures is admittedly imperfect. There will undoubtedly
to post-secondary institutions in the country as
be some differences between what governa whole declined.
ment financial reports describe as
Data on government expenditures
“spending” and what institutions
used in this section include spendSince it is primarily
describe as “income” (as well as what
ing on operating expenses capital
subsidies to institutions
institutions actually spend in a
budgets, and sponsored research at
colleges, universities and vocational
that sustain the education given period of time).2 Distinctions
schools, but exclude government system, they could also, in a between different spending catespending on student assistance and
broader sense, be considered gories (i.e., instruction, research,
other expenditures. The exclusion of
capital) are not always easily made,
subsidies to students.
these two data allows for a more
and none have been attempted here.
Without these subsidies,
accurate portrayal of government
Unfortunately, existing Canadian
tuition
would
certainly
spending on post-secondary institudata are not good enough at present
be much higher than it
tions. The previous edition of The
to attempt a reliable portrayal of
Price of Knowledge included all
trends in these areas. Thus, while
is at present.
datasets and was double counting
changes in overall expenditures
government spending on student
are portrayed, changes in the
assistance since it would have appeared in both
composition of spending are not. However, given the
Statistics Canada and provincial student aid data.
recent emphasis on research spending in Canadian
Also, the previous edition did not properly show the
universities and the large burst of capital spending
actual cuts in post-secondary institutional transfers
in Ontario to accommodate the “double cohort,” one
since the increases in student aid spending would
might reasonably expect that ostensibly constant
have masked the decline in institutional transfers.
spending actually masks real—and perhaps
For the most part, the data have come directly
serious—declines in the amount of money being
from provincial/territorial governments and the
devoted to instruction.
Canadian Association of University Business Offices’
Figure 5C.V.1 shows provincial government
(CAUBO) annual data release. In some cases, when
transfers in Atlantic Canada. New Brunswick and
data were not provided and/or were not available,
Prince Edward Island kept their transfers to
Statistics Canada’s CANSIM II database was used.
institutions relatively constant over the period in
CANSIM was also used to obtain data about the
question. Nova Scotia, on the other hand, showed
Government of Canada’s expenditures, which,
a pattern of long, steady decline from 1990

2.

The Canadian Association of University Business Office also tracks institutional activity. These data were employed in this section for university
research expenditures for 2001 and 2002.
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Figure 5C.V.I — Government Expenditures on Post-Secondary Institutions in Atlantic Canada (in 2003 Real Dollars)
Expenditures in 2003 Dollars
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Source: Provincial Department of Education data, Maritime Provincial Higher Education Council, CAUBO 2001 and 2002, provincial budget
documents (supplementary estimates) and Statistics Canada’s CANSIM II database (Tables 478-004, 478-005, and 478-007).

to 2000, followed by a period of gentle recovery and
consolidation. In Newfoundland and Labrador, the
declines were limited to 1994 to 1997, but were never
the less still steep. In per-student terms, this decline
was likely less severe in Newfoundland and Labrador
(where overall population loss created a declining
student population for much of the period in
question) than in Nova Scotia (where the student
population increased over the same period).
Figure 5C.V.2 shows transfers to post-secondary
institutions from Ontario and Quebec, Canada’s
two largest provincial governments. In 1991, both
governments spent approximately the same on postsecondary education institutions ($3.8 billion per
year), and by 2002, that was no longer true. Though
the two provinces decreased transfers in the 1990s,
they used very different routes. Quebec’s decline in
spending was regular and gentle, while Ontario
essentially experienced a sharp drop from 1996
onward following the election of a new government
with a mandate to reduce public spending. Ontario

also experienced a massive spike in expenditures in
1999, which was largely the result of large-scale
construction projects (i.e., Super Build) designed to
accommodate the “double cohort” which arrived in
Ontario’s universities when Grade 13 was eliminated
in 2003. Two years later, Ontario expenditures had
returned to their pre-1999 level. Also, it is important
to note that dramatic decreases in expenditures on
trade and vocational institutions likely offset any
increase in college and university level.
Since Quebec has fewer citizens and lower percapita GDP this would signify that in relative terms
the province is devoting a greater proportion of its
budget expenditures to post-secondary education
than Ontario. This is partly because post-secondary
education begins two years earlier in Quebec, where
secondary school typically ends at the age of 17;
in Ontario, until 2003, secondary studies normally
ended at the age of 19. The difference in expenditures between the two provinces may also be
indicative of different views on the role of the state in
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Figure 5C.V.2 — Government Expenditures on Post-Secondary Institutions in Ontario and Quebec
(in 2003 Real Dollars)
Expenditures in 2003 Dollars
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Source: Provincial Department of Education data, CAUBO 2001 and 2002, provincial budget documents (supplementary estimates) and
Statistics Canada’s CANSIM II database (Tables 478-004, 478-005, and 478-007).

Figure 5C.V.3 — Government Expenditures on Post-Secondary Institutions in Western Canada (in 2003 Real Dollars)
Expenditures in 2003 Dollars
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Source: Provincial Department of Learning data, Provincial Department of Advanced Education Data, CAUBO 2001 and 2002, provincial
budget documents (supplementary estimates) and Statistics Canada’s CANSIM II database (Tables 478-004, 478-005, and 478-007).
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Figure 5C.V.4 — Government of Canada Expenditures on Post-Secondary Institutions (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s CANSIM II database (Tables 478-004, 478-005, and 478-007), CAUBO 2001 and 2002, and Federal
Expenditure documents.

providing publicly funded services, including postsecondary education. Quebecers, who face higher
income taxes than Ontarians, also expect the state to
provide additional services. The data provided here
also mask one other important development—
Quebec has had relatively stable enrolment over
time, whereas enrolment has increased in Ontario.
On a per-student basis, Quebec is therefore in all
likelihood considerably further ahead of Ontario
than this graph would suggest.
Western Canada provides interesting examples of
provinces’ mirroring each other’s policies. In Alberta
and B.C., expenditures on post-secondary institutions mirrored each other almost exactly. Through
peaks and troughs—and despite ideologically
opposed governments—the two provinces moved in
virtual lock-step throughout the 1990s, albeit with
the smaller government (Alberta) trailing the larger
one by approximately $300 million per year.
Similarly, Manitoba and Saskatchewan had virtually
identical spending patterns during the 1990s.
Neither province experienced the sharp year-to-year
declines or increases that characterized spending in
most other provinces; rather, both held spending

more or less constant in real dollars, albeit with
slight declines in the mid-1990s and slight rises at
the end of the decade. Saskatchewan, however, has
seen its spending remain flat in the past few
years since peaking in 2000, while Manitoba has
experienced a slight increase in expenditures in
recent years. Figure 5C.V.3 shows transfers to
post-secondary education institutions in the four
Western provinces.
The Government of Canada’s expenditures on
post-secondary institutions are devoted primarily to
research funding and retraining programs linked
with the Employment Insurance Program. In fact,
according to Statistics Canada, well over two-thirds
of federal spending on post-secondary institutions
comes in the form of research funding to universities.
In general, federal expenditures on post-secondary
institutions declined throughout the 1990s, however,
there has been an increase of over $1 billion in the
past five years. It is important to note that any
declines in retraining expenditures dwarfed
increases in spending on research granting councils.
Also, these statistics do not include the Government
of Canada’s large one-time transfers to foundations
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Figure 5C.V.5 — Total Government Expenditures on Post-Secondary Institutions (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Provincial/Territorial Department of Education data, Provincial/Territorial Department of Learning Data, Provincial/Territorial
Department of Advanced Education Data, Federal Expenditure documents, CAUBO 2001 and 2002, provincial/territorial budget
documents (supplementary estimates) and Statistics Canada’s CANSIM II database (Tables 478-004, 478-005, and 478-007).

related to post-secondary education, including
more than $1 billion given to the Canada
Foundation for Innovation in 1997, 1999 and 2000
and $2.5 billion given to the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation in 1998. Figure 5C.V.4 shows
Government of Canada transfers to post-secondary
education institutions.

Figure 5C.V.5 shows the total picture with respect
to government transfers to institutions. Overall,
spending on institutions appears to be at an all-time
high (just over $14.5 billion in 2002) after experiencing
sharp declines in the mid-to-late 1990s. The declines
in transfers to institutions in the 1990s had many
consequences, not least of which was sharp increases
in tuition fees in all provinces except Quebec.
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VI. Aggregate Post-Secondary Expenditures
The preceding sections examined various components of spending on post-secondary education in
Canada. The purpose of this section is to pull
together data on different types of spending to
provide an overall analysis of government spending
on post-secondary education.

Transfers to Individuals
Transfers to individuals with respect to postsecondary education include spending on student
financial assistance (i.e., loans, grants and remission),
tax expenditures, Canada Education Savings Grants
and student employment expenditures, which are
omitted from this analysis due to the unavailability of
time-series data. Over the past decade, total government transfers to individuals have roughly doubled
in real dollars from approximately $2 billion per year
to $4 billion per year. Over half of this increase can be
attributed to an increase in the availability of tax
credits or other tax-based expenditures. Roughly
one-third is due to increases in spending on student
financial assistance, and the balance is accounted for

by Canada Education Savings Grants. Figure 5C.VI.1
tracks the evolution of total government transfers to
individuals with respect to post-secondary education
by type.
Turning to an examination of funds by source,
one finds that nearly all of the increase in transfers to
individuals is due to changes at the federal level. In
real dollars, provincial expenditures on transfers to
individuals (that is, tax expenditures and student
assistance expenditures combined) in 2002 were
virtually unchanged from the corresponding figure
in 1992. The Government of Canada, on the other
hand, increased its expenditures in this area by
almost exactly $2 billion during the same period.
Figure 5C.VI.2 shows the changes in federal and
provincial spending on transfers to individuals
with respect to post-secondary education between
1990 and 2002.
Some previous studies (Junor and Usher 2002;
Usher 2004b) have also divided transfers to individuals on a “need” and “non-need” (or “universal”)
basis. The distinction between the two is not based
on whether or not the recipient of the money

Figure 5C.VI.1 — Government Transfers to Individuals With Respect to Post-Secondary Education by Type From
1990 to 2002 (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Provincial/Territorial Student Aid offices, Government of Canada’s Department of Finance and Provincial Department of Finance
data, Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation annual reports and the Canada Education Savings Grant program.
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Figure 5C.VI.2 — Government Transfers to Individuals With Respect to Post-Secondary Education by Source From
1990 to 2002 (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Provincial/Territorial Student Aid offices, Government of Canada’s Department of Finance and Provincial/Territorial Department of
Finance data, Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation annual reports and the Canada Education Savings Grant program.

actually “needs” it—rather, the distinction is based
on the eligibility criteria. Need-based programs are
targeted programs with a means test; non-need
programs are universal in the sense that everyone is
equally eligible to benefit from them (although in the
case of the Canada Education Savings Grant
program, not everyone is equally able to benefit
because of variation in families’ ability to save).
Broadly speaking, student loans and grants are
“need-based” expenditures, while tax credits and
education savings grants are “non-need-based.” The
exception to this rule is the tax credit for interest
paid on a student loan, which is need-based in a
retrospective fashion (i.e., anyone can benefit from
the credit, provided that at some point in the past
they passed a need test and obtained a student loan).
Figure 5C.VI.3 shows the evolution of need- and
non-need-based transfers to individuals in Canada.
Since the 1997 federal budget (which was the first to
contain major new tax expenditures), nearly all expenditure growth in Canada has been on the non-need
side. In effect, major increases in need-based spending
(such as the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation and its millennium bursaries) have been

offset by reductions in other forms of need-based
expenditures (such as the cost of loan maintenance—
see Section 5C.II). In 2001, for the first time, non-needbased assistance formed a larger part of total transfers
to individuals than need-based assistance.

Total Government Transfers With Respect to
Post-Secondary Education
A complete examination of government postsecondary spending requires an analysis of spending
on institutions as well as individuals. Figure 5C.VI.4
therefore adds data from section 5C.V on institutions
into the preceding analysis of transfers to individuals. This chart shows that total government transfers
in respect of post-secondary education stayed fairly
constant in the first half of the 1990s between
$15 and $16 billion. Sharp cutbacks in middecade from the governments of Canada, Ontario
and Quebec led to a drop in total spending to about
$14 billion, even though student aid expenditures
were expanding rapidly throughout this period.
Since 1999, both expenditures on institutions and
expenditures on individuals have been rising
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Figure 5C.VI.3 — Need-Based Versus Non-Need-Based (“Universal”) Expenditures From 1990 to 2002
(in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Provincial Student Aid offices, Government of Canada’s Department of Finance and Provincial/Territorial Department of Finance
data, Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation annual reports and the Canada Education Savings Grant program.

Figure 5C.VI.4 — Total Government Transfers With Respect to Post-Secondary Education by Type
(in 2003 Real Dollars)
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sharply. As a result, total government expenditures
in respect of post-secondary education hit an alltime high in 2001 to $18.9 billion and fell only
slightly in 2002.
More dramatic than the increase in total
expenditures is the change in the composition of
these expenditures. Figure 5C.VI.4 shows clearly the
decrease in the proportion of total spending going to
institutions and the increasing proportion going to
individuals. In the years up to 1994, institutions
received about 87% of all transfers in respect of postsecondary education. Following the introduction of
the Canada Health and Social Transfer (CHST) and—
later in the 1990s—the large increase in tax expenditures for post-secondary education, the balance
began to shift so that transfers to institutions now
account for only 78% of total expenditures. This is
not a paradigmatic shift by any means, but it does
represent a general trend toward a form of fiscal
federalism where the Government of Canada deals
directly with individuals on issues such as education
rather than deal with provinces.
Finally, it is important to examine total transfers
in respect of post-seconday education in light of
other trends. Two very important and commonly
used measures are expenditures per student and

expenditures as a percentage of Gross Domestic
Product (GDP). As enrolments were generally flat
across all post-secondary sectors in the 1990s, a
slow decline in total expenditures translated into a
decline in per-student spending. Per student spending hit its nadir in 1996 at $8,950. A modest rise in
1997 and 1998 were followed by massive increases
in 1999 and the years following. These reached a high
in 2001 of $11,662/student (an increase of 30% of
five years earlier) before falling again, in the face
of rapidly rising enrolments, in 2002.
With respect to GDP—which rose substantially
during precisely those years when PSE expenditures
were falling, the picture is somewhat different. In the
late 1990s, Canada recorded some of the highest real
growth rates in its post-war history. As a result, flat or
falling total expenditures in the 1990s have translated
into a major drop in government transfers as a
percentage of GDP from a high of 1.80% in 1992
to just 1.35% in 1998. Since then, increases in
spending have restored some of this drop, but as of
2002, total government expenditures as a share
of GDP are 1.49%, down 17% from a decade earlier.
Figure 5C.VI.5 shows comparative measures of postsecondary education transfers from 1990 to 2002.

Figure 5C.VI.5 — Comparative Measures of Post-Secondary Expenditures From 1990 to 2002 (Per-Student
Expenditures and Expenditures as a Proportion of GDP)
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Source: Provincial/Territorial Student Aid offices, Government of Canada’s Department of Finance and Provincial Department of Finance data,
CANSIM II database (380-002, 487-004, 487-005 and 487-007), Canadian Association of University Business Offices 2001 and 2002, Government
of Canada Part III estimates, Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation Annual Reports and the Canada Education Savings Grant program.
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I. Introduction
Thus far, this book has examined students—how
young people become students; how many students
there are in Canada; what and where they study;
how they earn, spend and borrow money; and
how governments help students. This is all, however,
a means to an end. Students, for the most part,
graduate and move on to the labour force. This
chapter is about graduates, their lives after graduation and how the legacy of their education affects
them later in life.
The first two sections of the chapter look at the
act of graduation: how many people manage it and
how long it takes them. Specifically, Section II looks
at the time to completion of university students
and concludes that the likelihood of finishing on time
increases with the length of program, while graduation and attainment rates are examined in Section III.
One of the most noticeable and immediate legacies of graduation—for some at least—is the level of
student debt at graduation, which is the subject of
Section IV. On the basis of the available evidence,
the average student debt appears to be just over
$20,000 nationally, although there is a significant gap
between Quebec and the rest of the country. While
this represents a considerable increase since 1990,
the evidence suggests that student debt has not been
increasing in the past several years and may in
fact be decreasing. As mentioned previously, this is
a result of frozen loan limits, inflation and the introduction of the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation. Section V examines patterns in student
loan repayment and presents evidence of the effects
of increased debt—students are able to pay off much
less of their loans than they could even ten years ago.

Increased debt does not, however, appear to have led
to an increase in the proportion of students who say
they are having difficulty repaying their loans.
Section VI shows that a majority of university and
college graduates are now pursuing further studies
after graduation, although many seem to be taking
specific classes to obtain particular job skills rather
than engaging in a new course of degree or diploma
studies. Students’ transition to the labour force is
the subject of Section VII. Unemployment rates
generally decline as level of education rises and
length of time in the labour force increases, and new
National Graduate Survey results show a rebound in
graduate employment rates in 2000 after a sub-par
showing in the 1995 survey. Clear regional patterns
of employment and unemployment rates among
recent graduates are also evident.
Section VIII looks at graduates’ earnings. A graduate’s level of education is crucial in determining
his or her immediate post-graduation income:
on average, university graduates earn substantially
more than either college or trade/vocational
graduates. There are, however, substantial variations
in income depending on the individual’s field of
study and region. The differences in earnings by field
of study are partially responsible for a significant
gender gap in earnings as well. Over the longer
term, however, the earnings differential between
graduates with Bachelor’s degrees from different
fields of study narrows somewhat.
The final sections of this chapter look at graduate
mobility (Section IX) and the benefits of post-secondary
education (Section X)—that is, the financial and nonfinancial benefits that post-secondary graduates
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bring to the economy and, in particular, their
impact on government revenues and expenditures.
Data show that college and university graduates,
while making up only 40% of the country’s working
age population, pay over 60% of the country’s
personal income taxes and receive less than a third

of government transfer payments to individuals.
Also, data show a wide variety of positive nonfinancial outcomes for those with higher levels of
education, including better health, lower chances of
incarceration and higher rates of volunteerism and
civic engagement.
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II. Time to Completion
The 2003 Canadian Undergraduate Survey
Consortium’s (CUSC) Graduating Students Survey
has a wealth of information regarding the
characteristics of graduating students, including
the length of time it takes to complete a degree.
According to the CUSC, 67% of students in their
graduating year completed their entire degree at a
single institution. Seventeen percent transferred
credits from another university, while another
17%—heavily concentrated in Alberta and B.C.—
transferred credits from a college. As mentioned
previously, the post-secondary system in Alberta,
British Columbia and Quebec allows for a seamless
transition from college to university.

Time to completion, as measured from the time
a student enrols an institution, depends to a considerable extent on whether or not the student
is bringing credits with him or her from another institution. Figure 6.II.1 shows that, as one would expect,
the time it takes to receive a degree for university
students who transfer credits (from either a college or
another university) is shorter than it is for students
who complete all their credits at a single institution.
Unfortunately, the CUSC survey is worded in such
a way that it is impossible to determine the time
elapsed between the start and end of studies for
those students who changed institutions over the
course of their studies. For the two-thirds of students

Figure 6.II.1 — Time to Completion by Origin of Academic Credits
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Figure 6.II.2 — Time to Completion for Single-Institution University Students by Normal Program Length
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Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2003 Graduating Students Survey.

who began and ended their undergraduate degrees
at the same institution (hereafter called “singleinstitution students”), however, such an analysis is
possible, and the results are shown in Figure 6.II.2.
The CUSC data show that a substantial majority
of single-institution students finish their programs “on time” and that in degree programs
(i.e., programs of three or more years in length) the
proportion of students who graduate on time

increases with the length of the program. There are
several possible reasons why this might be the case.
One result is that longer programs tend to have
more stringent academic entry requirements and
thus tend to attract more diligent students than
shorter programs. Longer programs also allow
students more time to “catch up” if any courses are
failed, missed due to illness, or unavailable.

Table 6.II.1 — Length of Program and Average Time to Completion for Single-Institution University Students
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Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2003 Graduating Students Survey.
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III. Graduation and Attainment Rates
college students). The data for the latter half of
In the absence of a reliable national administrative
the 1990s are interesting chiefly for the fact that so
database that tracks students, it is impossible to
little change occurred in this period. University gradknow with any certainty what proportion of students
uation rates stayed constant at approximately
who begin post-secondary studies actually graduate
175,000 per year over the period in question, with a
in the end. As seen previously (Chapter 2.XII),
slight fall in undergraduate degrees awarded
administrative data are so poor that the best availbeing more or less offset by a
able data yield only a synthetic
small increase in graduate degrees
completion rate—for universities
It is impossible to know
awarded. There was, however, a
only. Surveys such as Statistics
with
any
certainty
what
significant increase in college diploCanada’s Youth in Transition Survey
proportion of students who
mas awarded in career programs,
and the Post-Secondary Education
begin
post-secondary
studies
from 72,000 in 1994–95 to 91,345
Participation Survey are able to
give helpful information up to a
actually graduate in the end. in 1997–98. This increase in graduations was considerably larger
certain age (22 in the case of YITS;
No survey specifically tracks
24 in the case of PEPS), but no
students all the way to the end than the increase in enrolment over
the corresponding period, which
survey specifically tracks students
of their period of studies.
suggests an improvement in
all the way to the end of their
completion rates during this time.
period of studies.
Interestingly, in both sectors the share of females
In place of graduation rates, it is still possible to
among all graduates was approximately 58% in all
track two other important indicators. The first is the
years. Compared to their shares of enrolment over
total of new graduates each year, and the second is
the same period, this evidence suggests that females
the educational attainment rate of the population as
were slightly more likely than males to complete a
a whole.
university program and considerably more likely to
Due to ongoing data quality problems at Statistics
complete a college program. Figure 6.III.1 shows
Canada, data on graduates are not as timely as one
data on post-secondary graduates in Canada from
might hope; in fact, no data whatsoever are available
1994–95 to 1999–2000.
on the subject since 2000 (or 1999 in the case of

Figure 6.III.1 — Post-Secondary Graduates in Canada From 1994–95 to 1999–2000 by Gender and Institution
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three-year college program after just 11 years of
primary and secondary school) leads the rest of the
country by a considerable distance in terms of attainment. Perhaps more important, however, are some of
the subtle differences between provinces. The data
show a clear gap between Atlantic Canada and the
five provinces to the west of Quebec. In Ontario’s
case, this can be dismissed as a side effect of having,
until the recent elimination of Grade 13, an extra year
of secondary school; for the other provinces, the
differences in attainment reflect the differences in
participation rates seen in Chapter 2. However, while
Saskatchewan ranks higher than Alberta and British
Columbia on the basis of university participation
rates, the reverse is true with respect to university
attainment rates. The territories, with no universities
of their own, have very few young people with
university degrees; however, Yukon is comparable to
the provinces in terms of the proportion of young
people in the territory who have completed a college
education.
Examining attainment rates for the 25- to
44-year-old age cohort—the prime working-age
population—shows a rather different picture. In one

Another way of looking at data on completion is
to look at attainment rates. A traditional graduation
rate is obtained by looking at a particular cohort of
students and determining how many of these
students have completed their studies after a given
number of years. An attainment rate looks at the
issue differently: it represents the proportion of
people of a particular age who have completed a
given type of studies.
Looking at the 20- to 24-year-old cohort provides
a sense of the attainment rates of those who make an
immediate transition to post-secondary education.
This is not a perfect method of looking at attainment:
few 20-year-olds have finished a post-secondary
education and many 24-year-olds are still in school.
The figure therefore will undoubtedly be lower than
the actual attainment rate. Nevertheless, by using
a similarly imperfect measurement across the
country, it is possible to make comparisons among
jurisdictions with respect to attainment.
Figure 6.III.2 shows college and university
attainment rates for individuals aged 20 to 24 by
jurisdiction. Quebec, by virtue of its CEGEP system
(which funnels high school graduates into a two- or

Figure 6.III.2 — 2001 College and University Attainment Rates for Individuals Aged 20 to 24 by Jurisdiction
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Figure 6.III.3 — 2001 College and University Attainment Rates for Individuals Aged 25 to 44 by Jurisdiction
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sense, this cohort offers a superior measure of
attainment in that virtually everyone has finished his
or her education by the age of 44. Having said that,
this cohort is not without limitations, as it includes
people who finished their education 20 years ago,
when participation rates were considerably lower
than they are today. An interesting side benefit of
using this cohort is that when used in conjunction
with participation rates (Chapter 2.VI) and 20- to
24-year-old attainment rates, it is possible to make
inferences regarding inter-provincial migration
(see Section IX of this chapter).
Figure 6.III.3 shows college and university
attainment rates for the 25- to 44-year-old age
cohort. The 25- to 44-year-old data show far smaller
educational differentials among provinces, at least
as measured by total post-secondary graduates.
Somewhat surprisingly, it is Yukon, with only a single
post-secondary institution, that has the highest
percentage of people aged 25 to 44 with some kind of
post-secondary credential. Most other jurisdictions
are very close to the national average in terms of
attainment rates for all post-secondary qualifi-

cations, although New Brunswick, Manitoba,
Saskatchewan and especially Nunavut have lower
than average attainment rates. More interesting,
perhaps, are the differences with respect to university attainment rates. British Columbia, which has
the country’s lowest university participation rate,
also has the country’s second-highest attainment
rate, which strongly suggests a net gain or “in-migration” of graduates from other jurisdictions. Similarly,
the university attainment rates of the three territories, none of which have universities of their own,
clearly implies an “in-migration” of graduates.
Conversely, the Atlantic provinces all have participation rates above the national average and attainment
rates below the national average, indicating a net
loss or “out-migration” of graduates.
Finally, it is possible to analyze attainment rates
based on gender, as is done in Figure 6.III.4. Within
the 25- to 44-year-old cohort, college attainment
rates do not vary by gender, while university attainment rates favour females slightly. The relatively
small difference is due to the average age of the
cohort; the current imbalance in enrolments in
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favour of females did not exist in the late 1970s,
when the oldest members of the cohort first
attended university. The surprising result is among
the younger 20- to 24-year-old cohort, where female
college attainment rates are 20% higher than males’
and university attainment rates are 60% higher. In

both cases, these gaps are significantly wider than
the gaps in enrolments in the same groups. This may
not be proof of higher dropout rates for males, but it
is at least evidence that males take longer, on
average, to complete their programs.

Figure 6.III.4 — Post-Secondary Attainment Rates by Gender
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IV. Student Debt at Graduation
One of the most widely known “facts” about
Institutional Graduate Surveys, conducted in
student loans in Canada is that the average debt of
2002 and 2004 by Lang Research for the Canada
graduating students is $25,000. This frequently cited
Millennium Scholarship Foundation, and the
number, which comes from a 1996 Government of
triennial Graduating Students Survey by the
Canada publication, was an estimate of future loan
Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium. These
growth rather than a statement of current fact, and it
surveys will be used in this section to provide more
ignored the existence of provincial loan remission
timely—if less complete—data to complement the
programs. It also applied only to students outside
information available from the NGS. All figures in
Quebec, excluded college and trade/vocational
this chapter referring to the amount of student debt
students, and, most crucially, took into account only
are for all borrowers, not all students.
those students who borrow (approximately 55% of
Figures 6.IV.1 and .2 examine trends in college
all university graduates borrow during the course of
and Bachelor’s degree debt over the past 20 years.
their studies). In short, this “fact” is wrong.
Data from 1982 to 2000 come from various NGS
There is, unfortunately, no comprehensive source
surveys; the 2003 data come from the recent
of timely data on student debt. The
Lang meta-survey. The two series use
Canada Student Loans Program’s
slightly different methodologies; the
One of the most widely
administrative databases contain
NGS data report total government
known
“facts”
about
student
no data on student borrowing
debt while Lang reports total debt
loans in Canada is that the from all sources. Using the Lang
from provincial or private sources.
Provincial student loan data
average debt of graduating methodology provides higher figures
for both incidence and amount of
contain information on both
students is $25,000.
provincial and federal borrowing, In short, this “fact” is wrong. debt; as a result the 2003 figures are
likely overstated. Since 2000, the
but for the most part provinces
incidence of government student
refuse to publish adequate data on
debt has likely grown, but the amount has, if
student debt (Saskatchewan and Alberta are
anything, decreased.1
exceptions). Even where accurate measurements are
At both the college and the university level, debt
available, timeliness is a problem. Changes in
grew much faster in proportional terms in the early
student debt are for the most part caused by
1980s than it has at any time since then. Between
cumulative changes in student aid program rules
1982 and 1986, student debt increased by about 60%
and restrictions, and major changes in average
in real dollars. Conversely, growth in debt was almost
student debt levels can therefore occur fairly rapidly.
at a standstill between 1986 and 1990, largely because
This leaves surveys of varying quality as sources of
loan limits were fixed during a time of reasonably
data. The best source of survey data is Statistics
high inflation. As noted earlier, there was a large
Canada’s periodic National Graduate Survey (NGS).
increase in student loan maxima between 1993 and
While the NGS is a large and comprehensive survey
1995. The effects of this increase were only beginning
that delivers exceptionally accurate data, it is not
to be felt in the 1995 NGS; the full effects were not felt
known for its timeliness. Results for graduate
until the late 1990s. Overall, student debt at graduaindebtedness are a minimum of four years out of date
tion rose by 69% in real terms between 1982 and 1990
by the time they are published. Two other surveys of
and by 81% in real terms between 1990 and 2001.
note are the Meta-Analysis of Post-Secondary

1.

This can be said with some confidence given that we now have two major surveys of graduates or graduating students which make the necessary
distinctions between different types of student debt. In terms of incidence, the NGS 2000 shows the incidence of government debt is eight percentage
points lower than the incidence of total debt; the CUSC’s 2003 Graduating Students Survey shows the gap to be 15 points. In terms of the amount, the
NGS 2000 shows average total debt to be $20,000 compared to average government student loan debt of $19,000; the corresponding CUSC figures
estimate average total debt to be $20,000 and average government student loan debt to be $17,500.
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Figure 6.IV.1 — Incidence and Amount of Student Debt of Bachelor’s Degree Graduates From 1982 to 2003
(in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 1982, 1986, 1990 and 1995 National Graduate Surveys (from Finnie, Student Loans), Statistics Canada’s
2000 National Graduate Survey (custom tabulations) and Lang Research’s 2004 Meta-Analysis of Post-Secondary Institutional
Graduate Surveys.

Figure 6.IV.2 — Incidence and Amount of Student Debt of College Graduates From 1982 to 2003 (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 1982, 1986, 1990 and 1995 National Graduate Surveys (from Finnie, Student Loans), Statistics Canada’s
2000 National Graduate Survey (custom tabulations) and Lang Research’s 2004 Meta-Analysis of Post-Secondary Institutional
Graduate Surveys.

Finally, it should also be kept in mind that past
trends are not indicative of future results. The drop
in average student borrowing noted in Chapter 4.XII
and the increase in student grant dollars noted in
Chapter 5C.II likely indicate that student debt has—
for the moment at any rate—either stopped growing
or is decreasing. Additional evidence for this point of
view comes from the CUSC’s Graduating Students

Survey. Comparing the results of the 2000 and 2003
surveys, one finds that the average debt at graduation for all undergraduate students in 2003 was
$20,074, compared to a figure three years earlier of
$20,286. In nominal terms these amounts are nearly
identical; adjusting for inflation, the CUSC figures
imply a drop in undergraduate debt at graduation of
approximately 10%.
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Figure 6.IV.3 — Incidence of Government Student Loan Debt At Graduation, By Province of Study, Class of 2000
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 2000 National Graduate Survey.

The incidence of student debt does not vary much
by type of education, but it does vary substantially by
province. In all provinces but Quebec, the incidence
of loan borrowing is higher at the Bachelor’s level
than at the college level, though in most cases the
gap is only a couple of percentage points. In the
country’s three largest provinces—Quebec, Ontario
and British Columbia—roughly equal proportions
(40%) of university students graduate with debt.
Most provinces have slightly higher proportions of
graduates with debt; Alberta, Saskatchewan and the
three Maritime provinces all have debt incidences
of between 43% and 51%. Newfoundland and
Labrador, with 64%, has the country’s highest

incidence of university graduate debt, while
Manitoba’s rate of 33% is the country’s lowest. In
both provinces, geography plays a major role in
determining the incidence of debt. Newfoundland’s
high levels of need (and hence of borrowing) are in
large part due to the fact that much of its widely scattered population must leave home in order to pursue
post-secondary studies. Conversely, Manitoba,
where 80% of the population is concentrated
within an hour’s drive of one of the province’s
four universities, has very low need and hence low
borrowing. Figure 6.IV.3 shows the incidence of
government student loan debt at graduation, by
province of study.

Figure 6.IV.4 — Government Student Loan Debt at Graduation by Province in 2000
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Debt levels are not identical across the country.
Not only do family incomes and tuition levels vary
across the country, but as noted in Chapter 5A,
different provinces also provide very different levels
of loans, grants and remission. This results in
considerably different debt burdens in different
parts of Canada. Government student loan debt at
graduation by province is shown in Figure 6.IV.4.
Debt is particularly high in Newfoundland, where
family income is considerably lower than in the rest
of the country and reliance on government assistance
consequently higher. Quebec, with its generous
system of grants, has very low levels of student debt
compared to the rest of the country. Despite very
different tuition regimes, undergraduate debt levels
are broadly similar in the other eight provinces,
although Manitoba, Alberta and Prince Edward
Island are slightly lower than the others. Debt at the
college level is effectively the same across the
country; the exception is Ontario, where the longer
average length of college programs (three years is
becoming the standard) is likely the main factor
behind the higher average debt level.

Even greater regional disparities exist when it
comes to student’s graduating with very high levels
of debt. For a province to have a lot of students with
high debt it must have a high number of students
borrowing, reasonably high average need and a
system of student assistance that is tilted more
towards loans than grants. This is especially true in
Newfoundland, where nearly 40% of all university
students graduate with over $25,000 in debt,
compared to just 13% nationally. Quebec, on the
other hand, is just the opposite—virtually no college
graduates in that province have $25,000 in debt,
while the figure for university graduates is just 2.4%.
Other provinces’ university graduates are between
these two extremes. Figure 6.IV.5, which shows the
percentage of graduates with more than $25,000 in
debt at graduation by province, demonstrates that
high-need, low-grant provinces (e.g., Nova Scotia
and New Brunswick) tend to have higher proportions of graduates with debt than either low-need,
low-grant provinces (e.g., Manitoba) or high-need,
high-grant provinces (e.g., British Columbia and
Alberta). College graduates follow roughly the same

Figure 6.IV.5 — Percentage of Graduates With More Than $25,000 in Debt at Graduation, by Province, Class of 2000
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pattern, though the extent of provincial variability is
not as great as it is for Bachelor’s graduates. Because
they are enrolled for much shorter periods of time,
college graduates generally are only about one-third
as likely to have debt over $25,000 than are Bachelor’s
graduates.
As noted in Chapter 4.XII and 4.XIII, there are no
major differences in terms of the incidence and
amount of borrowing among students by demographic characteristics. It is somewhat surprising,
therefore, to find that there are some significant
differences among demographic groups in terms of
debt at graduation. The incidence of student debt
among Aboriginal students, students with children

and students with disabilities is only slightly higher
than the overall average, however, those who borrow
tend to finish with higher average educational debt
than other students. One possible explanation for
the discrepancy between these results and those in
Chapter 4.XII and 4.XIII may lie in the average
number of years these students borrow: a longer
average borrowing period would result in higher
average debt, even if the amount borrowed in any
given year is not different from other students.
Table 6.IV.1 shows differences in the incidence
and amount of student debt by selected demographic characteristics.

Table 6.IV.1 — Incidence and Amount of Debt at Graduation by Selected Demographic Characteristics
(University Students Only)
Aboriginal
Students
(n=278)

Students With
Children
(n=848)

Students With
a Disability
(n=476)

$19,579

45%

$24,430

42%

$19,004

$11,253

9%

$11,017

20%

$10,705

23%

$11,740

16%

$8,755

20%

$9,821

$5,835

8%

$6,317

10%

$8,555

10%

$5,087

$19,485

58%

$21,439

58%

$25,246

58%

$22,023

All Students
(n=11,224)

Baseline Group
(n=9,745)

Student loans

41%

$17,569

41%

$16,836

41%

Loans from
financial
institutions

15%

$10,412

15%

$10,293

12%

Loans from
parents/family

19%

$10,686

19%

$10,774

Debt from
other sources

6%

$6,131

5%

Total average
debt

56%

$20,074

55%

Incidence/Average Debt

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2003 Graduating Students Survey.
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V. Student Loan Repayment
There are regrettably few data regarding the length of
time it takes students to repay student loans after
graduation. This is because statistical data on
graduates tend to end a maximum of five years after
graduation. Data can therefore be collected on how
much has been repaid in full or in part by the time of
the survey, but leave open the question of how long
it takes for the remaining debt to be repaid.
It is not uncommon to hear stories of a friend,
relative or neighbour declaring bankruptcy due to
student debt, or, alternatively, of students taking
over ten years to repay their student loans and as a
result being unable to afford a house or a new car
during that time. While such things undoubtedly
happen, it should be borne in mind that these
situations may represent the exception rather than
the rule. According to the most recent evidence,
roughly between one-fifth and one-sixth of all

students who borrow actually repay their loans
within two years of graduation. Figure 6.V.1 looks at
the borrowing and repayment patterns of the most
recent cohorts of post-secondary graduates tracked
by Statistics Canada’s National Graduate Survey.
As seen in the previous section, student debt has
risen significantly over the past two decades. As debt
has risen, the percentage of total debt repaid within
two years of graduation has declined. This decline is
constant for all types of education; regardless of the
type of degree, the proportion of total loans repaid
within two years is less than half of what it was in
1986. Figure 6.V.2 shows the decline in proportions
in total debt repaid after two years for the last four
cohorts of the NGS.
Student loan repayment patterns vary substantially by province. Students in Ontario, in particular,
repay very large amounts of their loans in the

Figure 6.V.1 — Debt Repayment Two Years after Graduation (Class of 2000)
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Figure 6.V.2 — Percentage of Debt Repaid After Two Years by Degree Level and Cohort
80%
68%

70%
60%

60%

56%

48%

50%

54%

52%

42%

40%

40%

54%

52%

52%

1986
1990
1995
2000

63%

33%

30%

27%

28%

27%

20%
10%
0%
College

Bachelor

Master

Ph.D.

Source: Statistic Canada’s 2000 National Graduate Survey and Finnie, Student Loans.

period just after graduation, while students from
Quebec and Prince Edward Island repay very little of
their loans. The differences between provinces in
repayment patterns are more pronounced at the
university level than at the college level. Figure 6.V.3
shows the average amount of government student
loan debt repaid within two years of graduation,
by level and province of study.

More important than the raw amounts of debt
repaid is the percentage of total debt repaid, which
can be derived easily by matching repayment figures
by level and provinces to similar figures for debt
upon graduation found in Section 6.IV. Examining
the data in this light provides an altogether clearer
picture. The gap between college and Bachelor’s
graduates in repayment is offset completely by

Figure 6.V.3 — Average Amount of Government Student Loan Debt Repaid Within Two Years of Graduation,
by Level and Province of Study, Class of 2000
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Figure 6.V.4 — Average Percentage of Government Student Loan Debt Repaid Within Two Years of Graduation,
Class of 2000, by Level and Province of Study
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repayment balanced by their low debt burdens.
Figure 6.V.4 shows the average percentage of government student loan debt repaid within two years of
graduation by level and province of study.
One mitigating factor in student debt and loan
repayment over the past 20 years has been a steady
decline in interest rates. Even though student loans
now charge a higher premium than they used to
(prime plus 2.5% since 1995, as opposed to prime
plus 1% prior to that), basic interest rates have
declined substantially, as shown in Table 6.V.1.

differences in initial debt; hence, two years after
graduation, graduates from both sectors repay
almost exactly the same percentage of their debts. At
the provincial level, there is a substantial difference
in repayment patterns between Ontario and the
Western provinces on the one hand and the four
Atlantic provinces on the other, with students in
the former having the means to repay their debts
much more quickly than students from the latter.
Quebec forms a kind of intermediate zone between
the two groups of provinces; with its students’ weak

Table 6.V.1 — Interest Rates on Student Loans by National Graduate Survey Cohort
Graduating
Cohort

Prime

Student Loan
Interest Premium

Student Loan
Interest Rate

1982

15.81%

1.0%

16.81%

1986

10.52%

1.0%

11.52%

1990

14.06%

1.0%

15.06%

1995

8.65%

2.5% (CSL + 8 provinces)/
1.0% (Ontario, Quebec)

10.15%/9.65%

2000

7.27%

2.5% (CSL + 8 provinces)/
1.0% (Ontario, Quebec)

9.77%/8.27%

2003

4.50%

2.5% (CSL + 8 provinces)/
1.0% (Ontario, Quebec)

7.00%/5.50%

Source: Bank of Canada.
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Figure 6.V.5 — Average Monthly Student Loan Repayments From 1982 to 2003 (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Allan and Vaillancourt, Class of 2000; Finnie, Student Loans; Bank of Canada; and authors’ calculations.

Figure 6.V.6 — Percentage of Graduates Reporting Difficulties in Repayment by Type of Degree
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The effect of this declining interest rate has been
to slow the increase in the amount of monthly
payments borrowers make on their student loans. As
a result, actual monthly payments on student debt
have only doubled over the past 20 years, despite a
three-fold increase in debt over the same period.
Figure 6.V.5 shows the changes in average monthly
payments in student assistance, based on the
average debts shown in Figure 6.IV.1 and the interest
rates shown in Table 6.V.1. The figure shows clearly
that in periods where debt is stable, changes in interest rates can have a major effect on debt burden.
Between 2000 and 2003, when debt was relatively
stable, falling interest rates led to an 18% drop in
monthly payments.
Another mitigating factor for student debt and
loan repayment is the major improvement made to
interest relief measures in the Canada Student Loans
Program. Whereas ten years ago eligibility was
restricted to borrowers who were unemployed, the
program has been expanded to the point where
single students with “average” debt are not required
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to make any payments on their student loans until
their incomes reach approximately $24,000 per year.
While some program changes occurred in 1995, the
primary improvement in interest relief occurred
after the 1998 federal budget.
Figure 6.V.6 shows the changes over time in the
number of college and undergraduate students who
have reported having had difficulty in repayment in
the two years following graduation. The change, or
lack thereof, between the 1995 and the 2000 cohorts
is interesting—despite major increases in borrowing,
the percentage of students who say they have had
repayment problems has stayed relatively constant,
increasing only slightly among college students and
decreasing slightly among university students. Since
overall graduate starting salaries have not dramatically increased and no major changes have been
made to student loan flexibility, it seems likely that
improved government interest relief programs have
played a significant role in minimizing student loan
repayment difficulties.
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VI. Pursuing Further Studies
The 1990s gave rise to one of the current buzzwords
in social policy in Canada—“lifelong learning.” This
was a direct result of the global transformation of the
market and the impact it had on both employees
(current and future) and employers. The transition
to a knowledge economy means that nobody can
afford to rest on educational laurels. One of the ways
that individuals can increase their employability
is to pursue additional forms of post-secondary
education. This section will deal primarily with individuals pursuing a second degree, such as an MBA or
Doctor of Dental Medicine (D.D.M).
There are two ways to examine students who have
completed their first credentials and are preparing
for more learning—1) by examining their desire
for more education, and 2) by examining their
actual attendance in the following years. The
Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2003
Graduating Students Survey and the Canadian
College Student Survey Consortium’s 2003 General
Student Survey asked a series of questions to
students on the verge of program completion. The
students were asked to identify their scheduled
activities one year after graduation and in the future.
For the purposes of analysis, these results will serve
as graduate educational aspirations or desires.
Students who indicate a desire to pursue further
studies may not actually do so for a host of reasons.
The aforementioned survey instruments do not
track students longitudinally, and as a result one
never really knows if or when students actually
pursue further studies. Graduating students’ actual
further post-secondary participation is easier to
examine. Statistics Canada’s National Graduate
Survey asks students two and five years after graduation to indicate if they have pursued additional
education. These data will here serve as a barometer
for graduate’s further educational activities.

Graduate Educational Aspirations
Students approaching the end of their program
of studies may pursue one of several pathways.
Among other things, they may enter the labour
market, travel or pursue further studies. The 2003
Graduating Students Survey shows that nearly half of
respondents indicated that they would be pursuing
further studies in the year following graduation. Arts
and science graduates were most likely to report
plans for more education within the first year after
graduation. Students in education, engineering and
professional programs were more likely to report
that they have no immediate educational plans in
their first year after graduating. Table 6.VI.1 shows
the future plans of graduating university students.

Table 6.VI.1 — Future Plans of Graduating University
Students
Future Plans
No immediate educational plans

Plan more education within first
year of graduating

All Students
(n=11,224)a
54%

44%

Type of Education Desired
Obtain another Bachelor’s degree

10%

Graduate school

22%

Professional school

9%

Technical/vocational school

2%

Community college

2%

Other education

7%

Additional Studies
Will take additional university
courses in future

May take additional university
courses in future

21%
26%

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2003
Graduating Students Survey.
Note:

a Respondents could provide more than one answer.
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Table 6.VI.2 — College Students’ Planned Activities
after Graduation
(n=9,866)a
54%

Employment
Seek employment

48%

Continue working at job

3%

Start own business

3%

Education

44%

Pursue a university program

33%

Pursue another college program

11%

Other

3%

Source: Canadian College Survey Consortium’s 2003 General
Student Survey.
Note:

a Respondents could provide more than one answer,
therefore the figures in this column total more than 100%.

College graduates’ future educational plans are
similar to those of university graduates. Roughly the
same proportion of graduates (44%) reported that
they will seek further education. There are some stark
differences in where the potential future studies will
occur. Only 10% of university graduates seeking
further education cited college or vocational studies
as a likely destination compared to the vast majority

(75%) of college students seeking further education
who plan to study at a university. Table 6.VI.2 shows the
plans of college students upon program completion.
The planned educational activities after graduation for college students vary considerably by the
type of college program. Most students in access and
upgrading or university preparation programs
indicated that they will pursue further studies after
graduation, while less than 30% of students completing a career or technical degree/diploma indicated
that they are likely to pursue further studies.
Figure 6.VI.1 shows the difference in future educational aspirations by the type of college program.
Somewhat surprisingly, the number of graduating
students who pursued education in the two years
following graduation is actually higher than the
percentage of graduating students who, at the time
they graduated, said they intended to undertake
further studies. As Figure 6.VI.2 shows, using data
from the 2000 National Graduate Survey, the
majority of post-secondary graduates (48% of
college graduates and 58% of Bachelor’s degree
graduates) pursued some form of post-secondary
education in the first two years after graduation.

Figure 6.VI.1 — Percentage of College Students Who Would Like to Pursue Some Form of Education After
Completion of Studies by Type of Program
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Source: Canadian College Survey Consortium’s 2003 General Student Survey.
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These figures represent an increase over previous
surveys, especially at the college level, where the
total was fully 50% higher than five years earlier.
Despite the striking increase in further studies,
the proportion of graduates who receive additional
degrees has stayed constant or even dropped.
This suggests either that an increasing proportion of

graduates are taking longer to complete a second
credential or that they are not pursuing credentials
so much as selecting particular courses to enhance
their employability. Figure 6.VI.3 shows the percentage of graduates who have received additional
qualifications two years after graduation.

Figure 6.VI.2 — Percentage of Students Who Have Pursued Some Form of Education Two Years After Graduation
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 1990, 1995 and 2000 National Graduate Surveys.

Figure 6.VI.3 — Percentage of Students Who Have Received Additional Qualifications Two Years After Graduation
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Factors Influencing Further Studies
Several factors influence the decision to pursue
further post-secondary studies, including the desire
to continue one’s education, job prospects at the
time the decision is being made and personal
relationships. One of the most important factors is
likely to be the cost and benefit of further education.
There are obvious direct expenses, such as tuition,
room and board, textbooks and incidental fees;
indirect expenses, such as the investment of time
and effort and the earnings lost during the period of
additional schooling, are, however, often overlooked.
There are a host of socio-demographic and
education-related variables that can provide insight
into graduates’ decisions to pursue further education. In the 2001 edition of Education Quarterly,
George Butlin examined various factors that may be
predictors for participation in further education.
Butlin found that, controlling for other factors, the
field of study is a key predictor of participation in
further post-secondary education. Not surprisingly,
Bachelor’s degree completers from fields of study
associated with specific occupations or professions
(e.g., education, commerce, engineering, health
sciences) are less likely to participate in further
post-secondary education than graduates from
humanities and social science programs. Among
Butlin’s other findings, all else being equal:
• men are more likely than women to participate in
Master’s and doctoral programs
• graduates whose parents have a university degree
are more likely to pursue a first professional,
Master’s or doctoral degree, compared with graduates whose parents have a high school education

2.

Butlin, Education Quarterly 7.2 (2001).

• visible minority status has little impact on the
odds of participation in further post-secondary
education
• Bachelor’s graduates with more than two years
of full-time work experience are less likely to
pursue further post-secondary education than
graduates with no full-time work experience at
the time of graduation.2
Interestingly, Butlin found that student debt has no
obvious deterrent effect on the pursuit of graduate
studies. Graduates with less than $15,000 in
student loans were just as likely as students
with no debt to pursue further post-secondary
education. Graduates with more than $15,000 in
student debt were actually more likely than students
with no debt to pursue further studies, particularly at
the professional and graduate levels.
This result is surprising because it is commonly
thought that the pressure to repay debt and the
danger of increasing the amount of debt by pursuing
further education acts as an impediment to further
post-secondary education. Since the pursuit of
further post-secondary education temporarily postpones repayment of government debt, perhaps the
pressure of debt repayment actually acts as an
incentive for graduate studies. Students in this
situation may take the attitude of “in for a penny, in
for a pound”—having invested four or five years of
time and a significant amount of money for the first
credential, the assumption of additional debt may
not be very daunting, given the expected economic
return of further studies.
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VII. Transition to the Labour Force
Making the transition from school to the workforce
can often be difficult for students. Students, who
generally have little full-time employment experience when they graduate, are particularly susceptible
to short-term shifts in the labour market. To a certain
extent students can prepare themselves for the
labour market by selecting a course of studies likely
to result in good employment prospects; however,
even this strategy has its limits. The following section
presents evidence on graduate employment and
unemployment, according to data collected from
Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 NGS
and the CUSC’s 2003 Graduating Students Survey.

Table 6.VII.1 — Employment Preparation by Discipline
for Graduating Students
Discipline

Decided on
a Career

Have an
Up-to-Date CV

Education

91%

89%

Professional

83%

89%

Engineering

64%

93%

Overall

61%

84%

Business

57%

91%

Other fields

57%

85%

Arts and humanities

57%

76%

Physical science

54%

82%

Biological science

53%

83%

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2003
Graduating Students Survey.

Labour Force Preparedness
For the majority of students, entry into the labour
force is not a new experience. As indicated earlier,
most college and university students work for at
least four months of the year (and often more). In
preparing to enter the workforce after graduating,
students must, however, take the steps necessary
to ensure a smooth transition from school to
work, such as researching employment prospects,
creating a curriculum vitae and establishing employment connections.
According to the 2003 Graduating Students
Survey, almost 85% of graduating students possess
up-to-date curriculum vitae and over 60% of
students have already decided on a career field.
There was no apparent link, however, between
having an up-to-date curriculum vitae and having
decided on a career. Students in business programs
were among the most likely to have an up-to-date
curriculum vitae, despite being no more likely
than other students to have decided on a career.
Table 6.VII.1 shows employment preparation by
discipline for graduating students.
Students graduating from Canadian universities
in 2003 were less optimistic about their employment

prospects than their 2000 counterparts. The 2000
graduates were probably optimistic due to the
economic expansion that occurred throughout the
late 1990s. In the 2003 Graduating Students Survey,
less than 55% of participants thought there would be
“some” to “many” jobs in their field of study. In 2000,
the corresponding figure was 70%. Figure 6.VII.1
shows university graduates’ perception of the job
market in Canada.
Expectations of job prospects differ by field of
study. Students from engineering and professional
programs (dentistry, medicine, etc.) are the most
positive about their job prospects, with over half
predicting there will be “many” jobs available in
their chosen field. Business and education students
are the next most likely to see a positive labour
market awaiting them upon graduation, while
students in arts (humanities and social sciences) and
sciences are the most pessimistic about the labour
market for their area of study. Figure 6.VII.2
shows perceptions of job prospects by discipline for
university students.
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Figure 6.VII.1 — University Graduates’ Perception of Future Job Prospects
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Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2000 and 2003 Graduating Students Survey.
Note:

Totals may be less than 100% due to rounding.

Figure 6.VII.2 — Perceptions of Future Job Prospects by Discipline
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Figure 6.VII.3 — Percentage of Students Finding Full-Time Employment Within Two Years of Graduation by
Level of Education
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10%
0%
College

University (All)
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Source: Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 National Graduate Surveys.

Graduate Employment
Except at the doctoral level, the graduating class of
2000 experienced a much smoother transition to the
labour market than their counterparts five years
earlier, benefiting in part from the expanding
Canadian economy of the late 1990s. In general,
graduate labour market outcomes differ by the level of
education obtained. Students with a Master’s degree
had the easiest access to full-time employment. In all
four survey years, college graduates had greater
success than either Bachelor’s or Ph.D. graduates in
securing full-time employment within two years of
graduation, as shown in Figure 6.VII.3.3
Tables 6.VII.2 and .3 provide additional data on
labour market outcomes for college and university
graduates two years after graduation. Overall, there
has been little change over time in many of the
comparative variables. The percentage of graduates
working after two years has stayed fairly constant in
all four survey years, although the proportion
engaged in full-time work changes considerably with
each survey year. Approximately three-quarters of

3.

the college graduating class (77%) and the university
graduating class (73%) of 2000 had obtained fulltime work two years after graduation—this is an
increase from the levels of five years earlier but less
than the 1986 levels.

Full-Time Employment by Province
Among university graduates not in school, university
graduates from Alberta and Saskatchewan have the
highest rates of full-time employment (78%) and
those from Newfoundland and Labrador the lowest
(72%). Among college graduates, graduates from
Prince Edward Island (82%) have the highest rates of
employment and those from Newfoundland the
lowest (70%). Between 1995 and 2000, full-time
employment rates for university graduates increased
in all provinces and for college graduates in all
provinces except Newfoundland. Figures 6.VII.4, .5,
.6 and .7 show college and university graduate
employment rates two years after graduation by
province.

It is important to note that graduates in the former Trade and Vocational category were grouped together with college students in the 2000 NGS.
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Table 6.VII.2 — Labour Market Outcomes for College Graduates Two Years After Graduation
1986
89%

1990
86%

1995
85%

2000
88%

Working full-time

82%

75%

70%

77%

Working part-time

8%

10%

14%

10%

Unemployed

7%

9%

9%

7%

Not in the labour force (not working, not
looking for work or not available to work)

3%

4%

6%

5%

97%

96%

94%

95%

8%

9%

9%

8%

Working

Labour force participation rate
Unemployment rate

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 National Graduate Surveys.

Table 6.VII.3 — Labour Market Outcomes for University Graduates Two Years After Graduation
1986
84%

1990
82%

1995
83%

2000
84%

Working full-time

75%

73%

67%

73%

Working part-time

9%

9%

14%

10%

5%

9%

8%

8%

Not in the labour force (not working, not
looking for work or not available to work)

13%

7%

9%

8%

Labour force participation rate

87%

92%

91%

92%

5%

10%

9%

8%

Working

Unemployed

Unemployment rate

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 National Graduate Surveys.

Figure 6.VII.4 — Percentage of 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 College Graduates Working Full-time in Atlantic Canada
and Quebec (Two Years After Graduation)
90%
1986
1990
1995
2000

85%
80%
75%
70%
65%
60%
55%
50%
NL

PE

NS

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 National Graduate Surveys.
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Figure 6.VII.5 — Percentage of 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 College Graduates Working Full-time in Ontario
and Western Canada (Two Years After Graduation)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 National Graduate Surveys.

Figure 6.VII.6 — Percentage of 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 University Graduates Working Full-time in
Atlantic Canada and Quebec (Two Years after Graduation)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 National Graduate Surveys.
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Figure 6.VII.7 — Percentage of 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 University Graduates Working Full-time in Ontario
and Western Canada (Two Years After Graduation)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 National Graduate Surveys.

Graduate Unemployment
According to data from Statistics Canada, there is
a clear relationship between levels of education
and levels of unemployment. Simply put, the more
post-secondary education a person possesses, the
less likely he or she is to be unemployed. The
unemployment rate for university graduates is half
of that for individuals who completed high school
but did not obtain any post-secondary education.
This relationship appears to remain constant
throughout the economic cycle; it is true both in
periods of economic expansion and economic
contraction. Throughout the 1990s, the mean annual
unemployment rate for individuals possessing a
post-secondary degree, diploma or certificate was
9%, with a high of 11.1% in 1993 and a low of
5.6% in 2000. Canadians without a post-secondary
credential who had completed some post-secondary

education had a mean unemployment rate of 11.7%,
with a high of 13.5% in 1993 and a low of 7.8% in
2001. Finally, those without any post-secondary
education at all had a mean unemployment rate of
15.9%, with a high of 18.4% in 1993 and a low of
11.5% in 2000. Figure 6.VII.8 shows the annual
unemployment rate for Canadians aged 25 to 29 by
level of education from 1990 to 2003.
The NGS data on unemployed graduates show
that college and university graduates are less likely to
be unemployed two years after graduation than
trade and vocational graduates. These data have
been consistent in all three NGS surveys, although
the trade and vocational graduate unemployment
rate decreased by almost 5% from 1986 to 1995.
Figures 6.VII.9, .10, .11 and .12 show the unemployment rates for all post-secondary graduates in
Atlantic, Central and Western Canada.
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Figure 6.VII.8 — Unemployment Rate for Canadians Aged 20 to 29 From 1990 to 2003 by Level of Education
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Source: Statistics Canada’s Labour Force Survey.

Figure 6.VII.9 — College Graduate Unemployment Rates in Atlantic Canada and Quebec Two Years after Graduation
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Figure 6.VII.10 — Canadian College Graduate Unemployment Rates in Ontario and Western Canada Two Years
After Graduation
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 National Graduate Surveys.

Figure 6.VII.11 — University Graduate Unemployment Rates in Atlantic Canada and Quebec Two Years
After Graduation
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Figure 6.VII.12 — University Graduate Unemployment Rates in Ontario and Western Canada Two Years
After Graduation
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VIII. Graduate Earnings
common beliefs about the college education
Graduate earnings vary considerably depending on
advantage in difficult economic times may not be
where and what an individual chooses to study.
supported by the facts. Figure 6.VIII.1 shows the
The most important decision appears to be the
median graduate earnings by level of education for
type of institution at which one chooses to study:
students two years after graduation for the classes of
university graduates earn significantly more than
1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000.
college graduates.
Individuals with Master’s degrees are an exception
Graduate earnings at both the university and
to the rule of relatively constant returns on
college levels have been remarkably stable over the
education. Unlike Bachelor’s degree
past 15 years. Evidence from
and doctorate recipients, income
Statistics Canada’s comprehensive
The most important decision levels for recent Master’s degree
National Graduate Surveys for the
appears to be the type of
graduates continued to fall despite
classes of 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000
institution at which one
the economic recovery of the late
shows that current remuneration
rates for recent graduates of both
chooses to study: university 1990s. Figure 6.VIII.2 shows median
colleges and universities are roughly
graduates earn significantly graduate earnings by level of unithe same as they were in 1986, once more than college graduates. versity education two years after
graduation.
inflation is taken into account. Two
As in the labour force as a whole,
years after graduation, the classes of
males tend to earn more than females among recent
1986, 1990 and 2000 had median earnings of between
graduates. This tends to be more a result of the
$39,000 and $40,000 for university graduates and
concentration of males in high-remuneration
between $30,800 and $31,200 for college graduates.
subjects (e.g., engineering) than it is of differential
Only the class of 1995—who graduated during the
rates of pay for equally qualified workers. In the
mini-recession of 1995–96—had a noticeably differrecession of the mid-1990s, women’s earnings fell
ent outcome. Interestingly, however, the recession
more than those of men; however, by the turn of the
affected college and university graduates in roughly
decade, recent female university graduates had
the same way, thus suggesting that some of the

Figure 6.VIII.1 — Median Graduate Earnings by Level of Education Two Years After Graduation (in 2002 Real Dollars)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 National Graduate Surveys.
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308

T H E P R I C E O F K N O W L E D G E 2 0 0 4 : A C C E S S A N D S T U D E N T F I N A N C E I N C A N A DA

Figure 6.VIII.2 — Median Graduate Earnings by Level of University Education Two Years After Graduation
(in 2002 Real Dollars)
$60,000
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 National Graduate Surveys.

made up much of the difference. Figure 6.VIII.3
shows the median graduate earnings by gender and
type of education.
No NGS data are available for students graduating
after 2000 and no single national survey brings
together data of this nature on a regular basis.
Individual educational institutions do, however,
survey their graduates regarding earnings and
employment. At the request of the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation, Lang Research has twice (in
2002 and 2004) used meta-analysis techniques to try to
aggregate a number of these institutional surveys and
generate usable information on regional and national
labour market conditions for recent graduates.

Lang’s findings show that the average starting
salary for Canadian university graduates in 2001
was $32,600. By 2003 that number had increased
significantly to $41,400. Part of the difference
appears to be the result of some methodological
changes between the two groups of surveys. The
2003 results are the best available since they are
more recent, more universities provided income
information and few, if any, adjustments had to be
made. Also, the figure for 2003 is considerably closer
to the comparable figure in the 2000 NGS ($40,000).
The meta-analysis for 2003 shows important
differences in the average starting salary of university graduates by region. Graduates of Western

Figure 6.VIII.3 — Median Graduate Earnings by Level of Education and Gender Two Years After Graduation
(in 2002 Real Dollars)
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, 1995 and 2000 National Graduate Surveys.
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Figure 6.VIII.4 — Regional Differences in Starting Salary for University Graduates (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Lang Research’s 2002 and 2004 Meta-Analysis of Post-Secondary Institutional Graduate Surveys.

Canadian universities earn the highest average
starting salary ($45,000), followed by the graduates
of universities in Ontario ($42,100) and Quebec
($38,900). Graduates of universities in Atlantic
Canada have an average starting salary of $36,800—
almost $5,000 below the national average and
$9,000 less than the average in Western Canada. This
difference in regional results needs to be treated with
caution: not only is it possible that some of the
regional variation may be due to differences in
survey methodology between institutions, but it is
worth noting that Atlantic Canada was the region
that showed the largest salary growth (nearly 40%)
between the 2001 and 2003 survey. Figure 6.VIII.4
shows regional differences in the starting salaries of
university graduates for 2001 and 2003.
The average starting salary for college graduates
is lower than that for university graduates. In 2003,

the average salary of community college graduates
between six months and one year after graduation
was $29,200. Due to the timing of the surveys
conducted by community colleges (almost all of
them are conducted within 12 months of graduation),
the income figures can generally be considered
starting salaries.
There appears to be some regional variation in
the starting salary for college graduates and it closely
resembles that of university graduates. Graduates
in Western Canada reported the highest salaries,
at just over $31,000, followed by Ontario college
graduates at $29,400 and graduates of CEGEPs in
Quebec at $27,500. Atlantic Canadian college graduates have significant lower starting salaries ($24,800).
Figure 6.VIII.5 shows the regional differences for
starting salaries of college graduates.
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Figure 6.VIII.5 — Regional Differences in Starting Salary for College Graduates (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Lang Research’s 2002 and 2004 Meta-Analyses of Graduate Surveys.

Long-Term Graduate Earnings
Graduate earnings over the long term are difficult to
examine because there are no longitudinal surveys
in Canada that follow post-secondary graduates for
more than five years. Some data on this question are
available through the work of Statistics Canada’s
Andrew Heisz, who examined the financial prospects
of B.C. graduates in a paper entitled “Income
Prospects of British Columbia University Graduates.”
Using taxfile data from the years 1982 through 1997,
Heisz examined market incomes for graduates from
1974 through 1996. The study found that median
incomes from different fields of study tend to
converge as graduates age. Graduates from fields of
study that have lower median income levels in the
years immediately following graduation (e.g., social

science graduates) over time tend to narrow the
income gap between themselves and those who start
off with relatively high salaries (e.g., education and
physical education graduates). Incomes continue to
increase for both groups, but they grow faster for
graduates who start at the lower end of the scale.
There are also some notable differences in
income by gender, as men tend to start at a higher
level and have faster growth in all income brackets.
There is also a higher degree of income convergence
for female graduates. Among female graduates, there
is very little variation in income by field of study after
20 years in the workforce. Among male graduates,
income gaps narrow but do not converge as closely
as they do for females. Figures 6.VIII.6 and .7 show
the predicted male and female income trends over a
20-year period.
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Figure 6.VIII.6 — Predicted Male Median Income 1 to 20 Years After Graduation (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Source: Heisz, “Income Prospects of British Columbia University Graduates.”

Figure 6.VIII.7 — Predicted Female Median Income 1 to 20 Years After Graduation (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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IX. Graduate Mobility
The migration patterns of post-secondary graduates
have been a widely debated subject in the past decade.
The primary focus of discussions in newspapers
and magazines is on graduates leaving jurisdictions
for so-called “greener pastures,” a phenomenon often
referred to as “brain drain.” It is a complex issue
that should not be viewed solely through the
lens of economics. Graduates appear to change
jurisdictions for three main reasons: a) employment
opportunities, b) educational opportunities and
c) personal relationships.
Different provinces and territories face different
issues with respect to migration. In some cases, like
Alberta or B.C., the issue is one of intra-provincial
mobility—individuals are moving out of rural areas
and into larger urban centres. In Newfoundland and
Labrador and Saskatchewan, there is a combination
of intra-provincial migration from rural to urban
areas and inter-provincial migration (i.e., individuals
moving out of the jurisdiction).
Nationally, the key issue in the 1990s was the
migration of graduates out of the country. This,
however, is only half the story. The rarely examined
flip side is the number of individuals with postsecondary credentials migrating to Canada.
Graduate mobility is a two-way street, and contrary

to popular belief, Canada’s ostensible brain drain
appears to be: a) limited to certain sectors of the
economy (such as health and high technology),
b) mitigated by immigration from other countries
and c) not clearly defined—since the exact number
of graduates who leave is unknown, as is the number
who return to Canada a few years later.

Intra-Provincial Mobility
Due to the location of most post-secondary
institutions in Canada, the majority of students must
relocate to larger urban centres to pursue higher
studies. This exodus of students from smaller
communities raises an important question: where
do they settle after their studies? That is, do they
return to their homes, or settle elsewhere? Rural
depopulation or “out-migration” is an important
issue for rural, remote and northern communities
struggling to create opportunities to attract or
retain individuals.
Out-migration is an issue of particular concern
for rural communities in Canada. Many regions are
rather fragile with respect to key public services—
such as health care and education—and may
become weaker as a result of future population

Table 6.IX.1 — Migration Patterns for Canadians by Age and Educational Attainment
Small- or
MediumSized Towns
19.0%

Small- or
MediumSized Cities
16.7%

Large Cities
14.8%

Age
21–25

Total
16.6%

Rural
20.9%

26–35

10.3%

10.0%

9.6%

9.7%

10.9%

36–45

5.8%

5.2%

6.4%

5.9%

5.8%

46–55

4.0%

4.8%

4.5%

3.5%

3.6%

56–65

3.7%

4.1%

3.7%

3.2%

3.7%

Highest Level
of Schooling
No university degree

University degree

Small- or
MediumSized Towns

Small- or
MediumSized Cities

Total

Rural

7.0%

7.2%

7.4%

6.9%

7.0%

9.2%

10.2%

8.9%

8.7%

9.2%

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1993 to 2000 Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics.

Large Cities
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Graduate Origin

Figure 6.IX.1 — Graduate Origins by Current Location
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13%

37%

60%

80%

100%

Source: Government of Alberta’s The Class of 2000 Two Years after Graduation.

declines. Rural out-migration tends to involve
young, educated and unattached individuals,
creating a heavy reliance on an aging population,
which further exacerbates the region’s shrinking
capacity for economic growth.
Post-secondary graduates often go where career
opportunities can be found and this often means
relocating to large urban centres. Graduates
succumb to the lure of larger markets and often do
not return to their original communities. According
to Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour Income and
Dynamics (SLID), university degree holders are more
likely to leave rural communities than those without
a degree. For example, among rural residents, 10% of
those with university degrees leave rural areas each
year, compared to 7% of those without such degrees.
Table 6.IX.1 shows migration patterns for Canadians
by age and educational attainment.
The best available evidence on specific patterns
of rural and urban migration among post-secondary
graduates comes from The Class of 2000 Two Years
after Graduation by the Government of Alberta. The
data show that almost four in 10 rural graduates relocate back to their original location. Figure 6.IX.1
shows the origins of graduates by current location.
The Government of Alberta survey found some
differences by field of study at the university level.
Graduates of rural origin who pursued studies in

either engineering or professional programs
(law, medicine, etc.) were the least likely to return to
their roots. Rural graduates in education, nursing
and social work were more likely to return to
smaller centres.

Inter-Provincial Mobility
Inter-provincial graduate mobility is a hot topic in
many Canadian jurisdictions, especially in Manitoba,
Saskatchewan and Atlantic Canada. These regions
are not only experiencing intra-provincial mobility
among youth (rural depopulation) but are also
losing youth to other provinces. Young people are
attracted to the opportunities available in Canada’s
large urban centres. Which often offer greater access
to employment and socio-cultural opportunities
than their rural counterparts.
According to the 2001 Census, Canada’s three
largest metropolitan centres—Toronto, Montreal
and Vancouver—alone attracted more than 200,000
young adults (aged 15 to 29) between 1996 and 2001.
In fact, about one-third of all young people who left
non-metropolitan areas during this period moved to
one of the three cities. The majority of these migrants
had some form of post-secondary education.
The best available evidence on pan-Canadian
graduate inter-provincial mobility comes from
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(Alberta, Ontario and Prince Edward Island) now
have a positive graduate migration rate. Figure 6.IX.3
shows the university graduate migration for the
classes of 1986, 1990 and 2000.5
By far the province with the worst migration rate
is Nova Scotia where nearly one-third of university
graduates are leaving upon graduation. This is not
surprising given the province is also the largest
importer of university students in the country. The
data show that nearly one in five university graduates are leaving New Brunswick and Saskatchewan
within two years of graduation. Also, Manitoba is
losing almost 10% of its university graduates within
two years. These data are comparable with findings
from the MPHEC’s Class of 1996 in 2000 and Class of
1999 in 2001, which showed that New Brunswick and
Nova Scotia were losing university graduates.
It should be mentioned that this trend has not
gone unnoticed by various provinces, and most
are taking steps to address it, often by adopting a
“two-birds-with-one-stone” approach. That is, some
Canadian jurisdictions are using student aid to

Statistics Canada’s National Graduate Survey. The
NGS is able to compare graduates’ province of study
with the province where they are interviewed two
and five years after graduation. Also, there are some
regionally based studies, such as the Maritime
Provinces Higher Education Commission’s (MPHEC)
Survey of Maritime Graduates, which provide
supplementary data on the subject.
Graduate inter-provincial mobility in Canada
appears to be a phenomenon that is largely
confined to university graduates. Very few provinces
have difficulty retaining trade, vocational and
community college graduates. The exceptions are
Newfoundland and Labrador and Prince Edward
Island, where there are net out-migration rates of
such graduates. Also, Alberta appears to be a magnet
for college, trade and vocational graduates as they
bring in four graduates for every single graduate lost.
Figure 6.IX.2 shows university and college migration
for the class of 2000 two years after graduation.
The story is quite different with respect to university graduates: only three Canadian jurisdictions

Figure 6.IX.2 — University and College Graduate Net Migration for the Class of 2000 Two Years After Graduation4
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 2000 National Graduate Survey.

4.

Trade and Vocational graduate mobility was not available for the class of 2000 due to data problems. The previous trade and vocational data
indicated there was little mobility from this group and when combined with college data often resulted in next to no migration for college, trade and
vocational graduates.

5.

The National Graduate Survey class of 1995 was not included in this analysis due to data problems.
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Figure 6.IX.3 — University Graduate Migration for the Classes of 1986, 1990 and 2000 Two Years After Graduation6
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Source: Statistics Canada’s National Graduate Survey.

address labour market shortages in rural, remote
and Northern areas. This form of workplacecontingent aid has grown in popularity in both
Canada and the United States in the past decade.
Almost all jurisdictions now offer some form of
program, primarily targeted at health professionals,
such as the following two examples:
• The Manitoba Medical Student/Resident Financial
Assistance Program, operated by the Government
of Manitoba, provides a conditional grant to
students and residents studying medicine in
Manitoba (as well as students studying medicine
in French at the University of Ottawa). Upon
completion of their training, all participating
physicians are required to work in Manitoba for
one year for each grant they receive.
• The Early Childhood Education Grants program,
offered by the Government of Newfoundland and
Labrador, targets early childhood education graduates who obtain full-time employment in this
field within the province. To be eligible, students
must be enrolled in an approved two-year
program and must have borrowed for at least half
the length of the program.

6.

Emigrants from Canada (Canadians in the U.S.)
While the migration of Canadian post-secondary
graduates to the United States is not a new
phenomenon, it received plenty of attention in the
1990s. The so-called “brain drain” became a policy
buzzword due to a host of factors: an expanding
United States economy (e.g., I.T. sector workers
moving across the border), Canadian government
fiscal restraint (e.g., health professionals seeking
employment), currency issues (the strong United
States dollar and relatively weak Canadian loonie),
the North American Free Trade Agreement
(constraints on obtaining temporary employment in
the United States were eased for Canadians), and the
opportunity to live in major metropolitan cities like
New York and Los Angeles.
Notwithstanding the above factors, the percentage of graduates moving to the United States from
Canada is actually quite small. The best available
data on the subject come from a report conducted
for Human Resources Development Canada by Jeff
Frank and Éric Bélair, called South of the Border:
Graduates from the Class of 1995 Who Moved to
the United States. The report draws on National

The migration rate was calculated by subtracting incoming graduates from departing graduates.
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Figure 6.IX.4 — Proportion of Class of 1995 Graduates Who Moved to the United States
Total
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Source: Frank and Bélair, South of the Border.

Graduate Survey data for the class of 1995 and
indicates that just over 4,600 graduates moved to the
U.S. between the time of graduation in 1995 and the
summer of 1997. This figure represents 1.5% of the
roughly 300,000 people who graduated from a
Canadian post-secondary institution in 1995.
The distribution of graduates moving to the
United States was not equal across all educational
credentials. Specifically, the majority of graduates

moving to the United States were holders of Master’s
degrees and doctorates. Figure 6.IX.4 shows the
proportion of graduates who moved to the United
States by level of study. There are some significant
gender differences in these data—the vast majority
of Master’s and Ph.D. graduates who move are
male. Figure 6.IX.5 shows the distribution of
graduates who moved to the United States by gender
and level of study.

Figure 6.XI.5 — Distribution of Class of 1995 Graduates Who Moved to the United States by Gender and Level of Study
80%
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Source: Frank and Bélair, South of the Border.
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The majority of graduates who moved to the
United States were living in Ontario (57%) prior to
relocating south of the border, and almost half of all
graduates moved into just four states: Texas (16%),
California (11%), New York (10%) and Florida (8%).
The reasons for moving to the United States are
not always purely economic. Most graduates moved
for work-related reasons (57%), but some left for
reasons related to education or schooling (23%), and
others left for more romantic reasons—to marry or
pursue relationships (17%).
While some graduates do move to the United
States, it is not clear that their relocation is permanent. Almost one in five graduates had already
returned to Canadian soil at the time of the survey
(two years after graduating), and an additional 43%
stated that they intend to return to Canada. In fact,
less than 30% of graduates who had moved to the
U.S. indicated that they didn’t intend to move back
to Canada in the future. Table 6.IX.2 details graduate
plans for returning to Canada.

Immigrants to Canada
The migration of educated people is a two-sided
issue and the often overlooked side of the equation is
the immigration to Canada of trained individuals.
While the loss of highly skilled workers to the United
States accelerated during the 1990, so too did the
influx of highly skilled workers into Canada from
the rest of the world. This is particularly true within
high-tech industries, where immigrant workers
entering Canada outnumbered the outflow to the
United States by a wide margin. Indeed, immigrant
high-tech workers represented an important part
of employment expansion in these industries in
the 1990s.
John Zhao, Doug Drew and Scott Murray shed
some light on a complex equation in an article
appearing in Education Quarterly called “Brain
Drain and Brain Gain: The Migration of Knowledge
Workers from and to Canada.” The authors point out
that emigrants to the United States are more than
twice as likely to hold a university degree as
immigrants to Canada. Due to the overall greater

7.

This applies only to those who indicated they would move back to Canada.

Table 6.IX.2 — Graduates Planning to Return to Canada
Intentions
1. 1995 Graduates who
were already back in
Canada by 1997

Percentage
18%

2. Plans for the future for
those still in the United States
Return to Canada

43%

Do not intend to
return to Canada

29%

Don’t know

27%

3. Anticipated time of return7
Within two years

19%

Three to five years

14%

Six years or more

24%

Don’t know

43%

Source: Frank and Bélair, South of the Border.

number of immigrants, however, there are four times
as many university graduates entering Canada from
the rest of the world as there are university degree
holders of all levels leaving Canada for the United
States. The number of Master’s and doctoral graduates alone entering Canada from the rest of the
world is equal to the number of university graduates
at all levels leaving Canada for the United States.
The educational profile of the Canadian workingage population has benefited greatly from the
contribution made by immigrants who came to the
country in the 1990s. According to the 2001 Census,
over 40% of working-age immigrants who arrived in
the 1990s were university educated. An additional
13% had a college diploma and 8% a trade certificate.
In all, over 60% of all immigrants had qualifications
above the secondary school level. This is a substantial
increase from the 1970s and 1980s, when less than
half of all immigrants had completed some kind of
post-secondary training. Figure 6.IX.6 shows the
post-secondary credentials of immigrants to Canada
in the past three decades.
The educational attainment of immigrants is not
necessarily a “feel-good” story in all respects.
Educated immigrants to the country face a number
of barriers. First, some have credentials that are
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Figure 6.IX.6 — Educational Attainment Levels of Immigrants in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s
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Source: Statistic Canada’s 1981, 1991 and 2001 Census.

not recognized by professional associations (such
as engineering and health professions). Second,
immigrants often face labour market barriers such
as language disadvantages, lack of social networks or
poor information about the Canadian job market.
These factors often result in higher unemployment
and underemployment rates among educated

8.

immigrants. As a result, higher education levels don’t
always translate into huge labour market successes
for immigrants. Figures 6.IX.7 and .8 show the unemployment and underemployment rates for male and
female Canadians, recent immigrants and other
immigrants aged 25 to 54 in 1991, 1996 and 2001.8

Immigrants who arrived during the year and a half preceding each census have been excluded.
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Figure 6.IX.7 — Unemployment Rates for Canadian-Born Individuals, Recent Immigrants and Other Immigrants by
Gender and Census Year
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Source: Statistic Canada’s 1981, 1991 and 2001 Census.

Figure 6.IX.8 — University Graduates in a Job Requiring at Most Secondary School Level Education for Canadian-Born
Individuals, Recent Immigrants and Other Immigrants by Gender and Census Year
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X. The Benefits of Post-Secondary Education to Individuals
and Society
At the heart of the post-secondary funding policy
discussion in Canada are two age-old questions: to
what extent does the benefit of a post-secondary
education accrue to the individual who receives it
and to what extent does it benefit society as a whole?
And to what extent are the benefits of education
financial and to what extent are they non-financial?
Earlier sections of this chapter have mostly examined economic returns to the individual; this section
will look at the wider benefits of post-secondary
education, both to the individual and to society.
The benefits of an educated society are multifaceted and can best be understood by examining the
issue from the perspectives of both economists and
sociologists. Economists often discuss the obvious
individual effects of a post-secondary education—
higher incomes, lower unemployment and higher
tax rates. Sociologists fill in the other side of the story
by analyzing the benefits to society as a whole, such
as civic and political participation, healthy and
active lifestyles, and lower crime rates.

It is true that there are direct individual financial
gains linked to post-secondary education (especially
a university degree), but the country as a whole
also benefits from an educated populace. A healthier
society means lower collective health care costs and
longer, more productive lives for everyone. This is
just one of the examples that will be examined,
showing that not all post-secondary benefits are
purely economic, nor can all of them be easily
measured. Table 6.X.1 lists the main economic and
societal benefits of post-secondary education to
both the individual and the country.

The Economic Perspective
The best available evidence indicates that investment in post-secondary education pays substantial
returns in the form of increased tax revenues for
government treasuries. These revenues allow
governments to fund social programs such as health
care and education. Post-secondary graduates have

Table 6.X.1 — Post-Secondary Education Benefits for Individuals and Society

Economic

Social

Public Benefits
Increased tax revenues

Individual Benefits
Higher wages and benefits

Greater productivity

Employment

Increased consumption

Higher savings levels

Increased workforce flexibility

Improved working conditions

Decreased dependence on government
financial support

Personal and professional mobility

Reduced crime rates

Improved health / life expectancy

Increased charitable giving and volunteering

Improved quality of life for children

Increased civic engagement

Increased personal status

Stronger social cohesion / appreciation
of diversity

Increased leisure activities and hobbies

Improved ability to adapt to new and
emerging technologies

Better consumer decision making

Less reliance on health care system

Better ability to cope with stress

Source: Institute for Higher Education Policy, 1998.
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country’s income taxes while receiving almost 40%
higher incomes than non-graduates or non-attenof government transfers. Figure 6.X.2 shows the
dees and thus pay higher tax rates and require fewer
breakdown of population, income tax paid and
government subsidies.
government transfers received by level of education.
Statistics Canada’s Survey on Labour and Income
Overall, post-secondary graduates, who make up
Dynamics (SLID) followed a panel of 15,000
approximately 40% of the working-age population,
families, regularly surveying the income and labour
pay nearly 65% of the nation’s personal income
force status of members of these families over five
taxes, while receiving less than a
years. On the basis of these data, it
third of government transfers. It is
is possible to calculate taxation
Overall, post-secondary
not an exaggeration to say that the
and dependency statistics by level
graduates,
who
make
up
Canadian welfare state as presently
of education, by examining tax
approximately 40% of the
constituted would be unable to
revenues and government transfers
working-age
population,
pay
function without the net tax revenues
to individuals. Figure 6.X.1 shows
of post-secondary graduates.
tax revenues generated by edunearly 65% of the nation’s
Another method of examining the
cational attainment.
personal income taxes, while
economic benefit of obtaining a
The impact of post-secondary
receiving less than a third
post-secondary education is by
graduates on the nation’s fiscal
of government transfers.
investigating the rate of return.
policy is further highlighted when
Recent estimates of internal rates of
the relationship between the
return for various levels of education in Canada
employed population and government transfers is
include those by Daniel Boothby and Geoff Rowe
examined. In 2002, university graduates made up
(2002), who examine the rate of return on postjust over 15% of the population, but paid nearly 35%
secondary education using the “LifePaths” model;
of the nation’s income taxes and received just 8% of
David Stager (1996), who provides estimates of
government transfers. On the other hand, people
private rates of return by field of study for Ontario
with less than a high school education, comprising
university graduates; and François Vaillancourt
almost 20% of the population, paid only 9% of the

Figure 6.X.1 — Tax Revenues by Level of Education
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Figure 6.X.2 — Population, Tax Revenues and Government Transfers by Level of Education
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(1996), who provides estimates of private and public
or social rates of return for various levels of education and for Bachelor’s and health degrees by field
of study in Canada. All of these studies use 1991
Census data on earnings.
The rate of return is usually measured by determining the “internal rate of return” (IRR) associated
with an individual’s investment in education. The
IRR analyzes the lifetime stream of benefits and
costs of education to come up with an annual
“return” on education similar to that which permits
comparison of investments in human capital with
other types of investment. There are generally two
types of rate of return discussed: the “private rate of
return,” which accrues to the individual (see Section
VIII for further details), and the “total rate of return”
which increases the value of the GDP (assuming that
an increase in workers’ income reflects an increase
in the value of the marginal product of labour) relative to the resource cost of education.9

9.

Private and total rates of return are good
economic predictors of individual and public investment in post-secondary education. Figure 6.X.3
shows the fitted rate of return on a Bachelor’s
degree in Canada over the past decades.10
This graph highlights a number of important
points. First, despite a nasty recession and high
interest rates in the 1980s, university graduates
still enjoyed a fairly good rate of return on their
investment. This is likely a result of lower costs of
education and lower levels of student borrowing at
that time. The importance of the labour market to
the rate of return can be seen in the 1990s, when
costs substantially increased but the general labour
market expanded as well, keeping the rate of return
relatively stable. Second, the private return on
education is still the best single investment in a
market an individual can make. An average private
rate of return of 10% annually is considerably higher
than the long-run average return on either stocks or

Emery, Total and Private Returns to University Education in Canada.

10. The fitted rate of return was calculated primarily from Vaillancourt (1995) and Bourdeau, Primeau and Vaillancourt (2002). For more details see
Total and Private Returns to University Education in Canada.
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Figure 6.X.3 — Fitted Rate of Return on Bachelor’s Degree in Canada from 1960 to 200011
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Source: Emery, Total and Private Returns to University Education in Canada.

bonds over the same period. Third, the total rate of
return—that is, the benefit to society—is, broadly
speaking, correlated with tuition fees. As government investment falls and students’ share of the
total costs rise, the return to the public treasury
increases. This occurs since the public rate of return
remains constant, however, the initial investment is
declining. Conversely, rising tuition will reduce the
private rate of return for exactly the same reason.

Table 6.X.1 — College and University Graduate Private
Rates of Return in the 1990s
College

Rate of Return
15–28%

Male

15–28%

Female

18–26%

University

12–20%

Male

12–17%

Female

16–20%

Emery’s work focused exclusively on university
rates of return and made little mention of college
rates of return. The rate of return for college graduates is an important part of the post-secondary
equation and can be found in the work of
Boothby/Rowe and Vaillancourt. These authors
calculated rates of return in the 1990s for college and
university graduates. At the community college level,
all graduates experienced a positive rate of return.
The same, however, was not true for university graduates, only two-thirds of whom had a positive rate of
return. The overall rate of return is therefore higher
for college students. The university figures are likely
influenced by the effect of graduate studies, which,
despite bringing higher wages in the short run, tend
to have lower private rates of return because of
reduced time in the labour force. Table 6.X.1 shows
the private rates of return for college and university
students in the 1990s.

Source: Boothby and Rowe, Rate of Return to Education, and
Vaillancourt and Bourdeau-Primeau, The Returns to
University Education in Canada.

11. These IRRs are “risk free” rates of return, since they do not incorporate unemployment, mortality, childbearing or health risks that may interrupt a
worker’s time in the labour force. This is even more significant for female workers, since their working careers are assumed to be uninterrupted from
age 23 to 65, which may lead to unrealistically high IRR calculations.
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The Sociological Perspective
As mentioned earlier, not all benefits of postsecondary education are purely economic in nature.
Other benefits of an educated populace range
from stronger social cohesion and appreciation of
diversity to less reliance on the health care system.
These benefits are often harder to measure than
rates of return but are no less important.
Many North American studies have found that an
individual’s level of education does have an effect on
participation in civic and community affairs.
Moreover, participation can often build a sense of
solidarity, trust and belonging. In the United States,
Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) reviewed and
reported on several studies that found college
graduates tend to take a greater interest in social and
political issues and become more involved in the
political process. Hyman, Wright and Reed (1975)
found the level of education to be consistently and
substantially related to being informed about public
affairs and elections and to a general interest in
politics. These findings held true even when age,

race, religion, socio-economic status and rural
origins were controlled. In Canada, work done by
André Blais (2000), André Blais, Elisabeth Gidengil,
Richard Nadeau and Neil Nevitte (2002) and Pollara
Inc. (forthcoming) for the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation shows many of the same
findings, Canadians’ level of education is correlated
with civic and political engagement and interest.
Education is also closely linked to charitable
giving and volunteering. Sturm (1997) found that
many community agencies enjoy voluntary assistance and leadership that draw heavily upon more
highly educated groups. Statistics Canada’s 1997 and
2000 National Survey of Giving, Volunteering, and
Participating show that individuals with postsecondary education tend to make charitable
donations of larger amounts more often, volunteer
greater amounts of their time and participate
more actively in civic affairs. Figure 6.X.4 shows the
donating rate and average amount donated by level
of education in Canada, and Figure 6.X.5 shows the
percentage of Canadians aged 15 and older volunteering and average hours volunteered during 2000.

Figure 6.X.4 — Donating Rate and Average Amount Donated by Level of Education in Canada (in 2003 Real Dollars)
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Figure 6.X.5 — Percentage of Canadians Aged 15 and Older Volunteering and Average Hours Volunteered per Year
by Level of Education
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There is some evidence of a link between education, crime and incarceration, with greater amounts
of time in school being associated with lower levels
of criminal activity (OECD 1996 and Ungerleider
1999). Strum (1997) observed education to have an
effect on the crime rate when crimes of “profit” are
separated from other crimes. That is when other
factors are controlled, the relationship of a lack of
education to crime can be demonstrated for crimes
of profit (e.g., theft) but not for profitless crimes
(e.g., sexual assault). Related statistical data show
that individuals with a high school education or less
comprise only 34% of the population, but make up
75% of the federal prison population and over 70% of
the population in provincial jails (Canadian Centre
for Justice Statistics 1996 and Ungerleider 1999).
One must, however, be very cautious when
considering these findings, as many other variables
no doubt influence results. For instance, a possible

12. Erlich, On the Relation between Education and Crime.

reason for the low numbers of those with postsecondary education being incarcerated could be a
result of the greater probability of such individuals
being able to afford proficient legal counsel (due to
higher average income levels). In addition, it is
almost impossible to conclude whether the same
factors that lead individuals to drop out of school,
such as an unstable home environment and peer
culture, also lead them to engage in criminal
activity. Despite data limitations and crude estimates for some of the desired statistics, the results of
regression analysis are highly consistent with the
proposition that those with lower schooling levels
and training, and hence lower potential legal
income, have a relatively greater tendency to engage
in crimes against property.12
Although there are few studies of the allocation of
consumer expenditure across different levels of
education, there appear to be some statistically
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Also, university educated Canadians are four times
significant differences in this area. Results of a study
as likely to access alternative health care (such as
by Michael (1975) indicate that the level of formal
massage therapists and naturopaths) compared to
schooling directly influences consumer behaviour,
individuals with less than a high school education.
independent of its effects on income, with education
This is not surprising given that these services are not
being correlated to spending on a broader category
of services. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) found
traditionally publicly funded and many may be
that, holding income constant, individuals with a
covered under employee health programs.
college education spend a greater percentage of their
Health and Welfare Canada (1993) also showed
income on housing, reading and further education,
that better-educated people also spend less time
but a lower percentage on food, clothing, alcohol,
in the hospital, are more capable of dealing with
tobacco and transportation.
physical impairments or limitations, and more often
There is some evidence that education has an
report that they enjoy good health. This is important,
effect on lifestyle choices, including how individuals
since Statistics Canada’s 1994 National Population
spend leisure time. Bowen (1977) indicated that
Health Survey defined better health as including:
college graduates tend to be less addicted to televibeing less likely to be overweight; less likely to suffer
sion than others and more selective
from chronic high blood pressure or
in the programs they watch, and are
diabetes; more likely to be physically
Individuals who pursue
more inclined to read, engage in
active; less likely to smoke; and
post-secondary
education
adult education, attend cultural
more likely to quit smoking. Also,
develop analytical,
events and participate in the arts;
Dr. Joseph Grzywacz et al. in the
they are more interested in the
March 2004 issue of the Journal of
communication and
pursuit of hobbies and other interHealth and Social Behaviour suggest
personal skills which
ests; they are more likely to take part
that there is a link between coping
prepare them for
in community and civic affairs; and
with stress and post-secondary
the “real world.”
they are more likely to take vacations.
education. Although individuals with
Education also appears to have a
a post-secondary education in
positive impact on an individual’s health and wellgeneral dealt with more stressful events in their lives
being. Individuals with higher levels of education
(44% of days versus 30% for those who didn’t finish
tend to enjoy better physical and mental health.
high school), post-secondary graduates were less
Health and Welfare Canada studies (1993) indicate
affected by stress and reported on average fewer
that level of education affects individuals’ lifestyle
health complaints.
choices related to physical and mental health. On
In conclusion, it is clear that the gains from postthe other hand, D’Arcy (1998) shows that there is
secondary education are not always purely economic.
a slight difference by level of education with respect
Individuals who pursue post-secondary education
to the number of visits to physicians: universitydevelop analytical, communication and personal
educated people are the most likely to have visited
skills that prepare them for the “real world.”
a physician in a calendar year. Since there are no
These are often referred to as “soft skills,” but are
financial impediments to accessing physician
as valuable as knowledge of math or science.
These invaluable skills are honed in the hallways,
services in Canada this would seem to indicate that
there are systemic13 rather than financial barriers in
classrooms and laboratories of higher learning
institutions through relationships between faculty,
place here.
peers and staff.

13. Systemic barriers could include distance to health services, as well as language and cultural barriers.
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Appendix A — Additional Data

1990–91

BC
$67,980,000

AB
$6,068,538

SK
$55,716,981

MB
$1,432,382

ON
$68,100,326

QC
$372,005,277

1991–92

$73,660,000

$7,587,212

$51,618,152

$1,783,615

$111,629,254

1992–93

$82,550,000

$8,746,687

$54,279,175

$2,096,399

1993–94

$87,664,823

$9,485,796

$51,722,208

1994–95

$71,948,992

$11,362,976

1995–96

$81,208,843

$13,152,880

1996–97

$131,048,784

1997–98

$140,033,270

1998–99
1999–2000

NB

NS

$0

$0

$429,694,042

$0

$0

$132,247,354

$515,895,920

$0

$0

$8,336,593

$645,974,851

$563,136,455

$24,300,083

$53,733,129

$48,252,671

$24,482,463

$666,557,035

$639,391,878

$28,560,936

$38,141,887

$47,832,557

$25,298,725

$731,662,735

$615,911,139

$28,853,188

$48,233,963

$10,197,462

$51,119,651

$29,203,550

$877,613,802

$657,937,970

$35,013,067

$58,663,319

$11,459,467

$52,086,090

$29,045,233

$829,508,257

$603,099,915

$41,053,466

$66,922,029

$153,402,643

$12,738,686

$56,315,394

$27,721,337

$698,844,804

$545,814,975

$51,132,071

$43,604,709

$113,266,648

$11,417,808

$62,932,432

$31,077,803

$482,490,659

$452,303,903

$51,875,371

$43,165,300

$93,797,324

$10,714,652

$64,117,197

$27,120,980

$415,277,734

$354,795,480

$47,217,177

$40,441,399

2001–02

$94,897,029

$11,698,674

$62,174,734

$22,216,290

$359,110,526

$355,261,960

$44,198,053

$42,036,294

2002–03

$138,662,130

$9,923,468

$57,651,906

$21,841,857

$368,008,901

$351,702,382

$42,918,636

$43,804,521

2000–01

YT

NT

NU

Provinces

CSLP

Total

1990–91

PE
$0

NL
$0

$0

n/a

n/a

$571,303,505

$861,499,525

$1,432,803,030

1991–92

$0

$0

$0

n/a

n/a

$675,972,275

$988,321,092

$1,664,293,367

1992–93

$0

$0

$0

n/a

n/a

$795,815,535

$1,032,889,751

$1,828,705,286

1993–94

$0

$0

$0

$2,868,582

n/a

$1,447,222,519

$1,186,025,006

$2,633,247,525

1994–95

$0

$38,662,374

$0

$4,799,031

n/a

$1,572,160,243

$1,454,197,444

$3,026,357,688

1995–96

$4,582,407

$53,812,745

$0

$5,018,492

n/a

$1,655,567,673

$1,641,062,056

$3,296,629,729

1996–97

$5,567,699

$69,112,639

$0

$4,441,945

n/a

$1,929,919,889

$1,825,172,932

$3,755,092,822

1997–98

$6,989,365

$68,838,199

$0

$4,671,324

n/a

$1,853,706,616

$1,782,470,041

$3,636,176,657

1998–99

$9,177,260

$71,006,744

$0

$4,397,156

n/a

$1,674,155,778

$1,753,906,477

$3,428,062,255

1999–2000

$8,844,393

$61,627,619

$0

$4,289,393

n/a

$1,323,291,328

$1,707,821,949

$3,031,113,277

2000–01

$9,096,192

$52,169,310

$0

$4,338,415

$342,273

$1,119,428,132

$1,658,894,102

$2,778,322,235

2001–02

$9,108,178

$43,933,642

$0

$5,141,121

$429,648

$1,050,206,149

$1,620,082,670

$2,670,288,819

2002–03

$6,273,996

$35,212,411

$0

$5,257,197

$395,831

$1,081,653,236

$1,421,684,543

$2,503,337,779

A P P E N D I X A : A D D I T I O N A L DATA

Supplementary Table 1 — Total Value of Government Loans Issued, 1990–91 to 2002–03 (in 2003$)
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Supplementary Table 2 — Number of Government Loans Issued, 1990–91 to 2002–03 (in 2003$)

1990–91

BC
n/a

AB
30,806

SK
13,695

MB
434

ON
35,286

QC
114,133

1991–92

n/a

34,869

13,179

490

55,941

1992–93

n/a

35,813

13,181

580

1993–94

38,283

37,816

12,764

1994–95

40,836

41,883

1995–96

45,561

1996–97

50,766

1997–98

NB

NS

0

131,589

0

0

66,779

147,042

0

0

2,797

150,349

155,576

8,998

13,991

14,995

13,304

190,228

162,241

10,295

11,229

39,887

14,443

8,624

198,706

160,032

11,180

16,278

37,148

13,866

9,498

199,288

166,077

12,475

17,993

54,093

40,403

14,338

9,459

189,936

159,956

14,784

18,969

1998–99

57,909

39,342

14,355

9,648

170,241

149,216

16,078

10,649

1999–2000

61,890

38,048

16,246

10,288

155,791

139,670

15,985

10,515

2000–01

63,199

40,318

16,566

9,235

139,570

127,884

14,846

9,932

2001–02

65,412

43,002

16,271

7,954

127,964

127,204

13,710

10,137

2002–03

65,255

38,791

15,663

7,836

132,720

129,523

13,710

10,331

YT

NT

NU

Total Provinces

CSLP

Total
Borrowers

PE

NL

1990–91

0

0

0

n/a

n/a

194,354

241,346

355,479

1991–92

0

0

0

n/a

n/a

236,068

269,062

400,651

1992–93

0

0

0

n/a

n/a

263,395

282,592

429,634

1993–94

0

0

0

471

n/a

421,045

306,356

461,932

1994–95

0

13,599

0

485

n/a

499,095

317,782

480,023

1995–96

1,822

16,408

0

754

n/a

513,695

326,052

486,084

1996–97

2,103

20,140

0

685

n/a

530,039

345,083

511,160

1997–98

2,384

20,899

0

695

n/a

525,916

353,979

513,935

1998–99

3,032

20,267

0

683

n/a

491,420

361,967

511,183

1999–2000

2,998

18,682

0

644

n/a

470,757

336,287

475,957

2000–01

3,083

16,203

0

649

93

441,578

346,534

474,418

2001–02

3,133

14,097

0

468

132

429,484

334052

461,256

2002–03

2,307

n/a

0

526

113

416,775

331240

460,763
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0

1990–91

BC

n/a

AB
$62,108,707

1991–92

$29,560,000

$49,093,722

1992–93

$29,013,800

$47,454,129

1993–94

$31,997,518

1994–95

SK

MB
$7,621,256

ON
$239,933,035

QC
$249,987,546

NB
$19,282,166

NS
$24,584,697

$0

$8,478,585

$306,232,665

$281,173,136

$21,185,925

$18,844,055

$0

$10,837,596

$346,787,326

$329,007,164

$21,499,526

$20,128,358

$50,013,827

$0

$1,051,757

$34,125,682

$314,990,929

$5,931,928

$0

$27,246,067

$48,014,259

$0

$1,435,638

$32,003,696

$317,660,422

$5,118,727

$0

1995–96

$30,051,164

$26,024,414

$0

$1,473,545

$39,182,025

$306,783,299

$4,461,663

$0

1996–97

$50,089,099

$27,193,233

$0

$1,796,367

$17,652,548

$301,545,301

$8,596,979

$0

1997–98

$51,570,925

$22,850,723

$0

$1,733,699

$14,213,593

$275,004,466

$10,813,735

$0

1998–99

$57,089,932

$11,263,206

$284,885

$1,309,911

$17,968,713

$221,885,163

$6,922,367

$0

1999–2000

$62,398,082

$19,066,417

$5,857,954

$1,686,221

$18,921,401

$128,505,446

$6,250,038

$0

2000–01

$79,764,263

$18,340,395

$4,286,807

$1,822,242

$19,968,452

$144,578,086

$7,605,365

$0

$0

2001–02

$109,724,158

$18,570,988

$4,045,722

$2,035,317

$17,739,455

$189,277,193

$6,705,491

$0

2002–03

$84,335,496

$39,836,510

$4,044,901

$2,131,406

$17,266,676

$227,506,205

$6,705,491

$0

Provinces

CSLP

Foundation

1990–91

$3,057,560

1991–92
1992–93

PE

NL

YT

NT

NU

A P P E N D I X A : A D D I T I O N A L DATA

Supplementary Table 3 — Total Value of Government Grants Issued, 1990–91 to 2002–03 (in 2003$)

Canada

n/a

$1,306,871

n/a

n/a

$607,881,838

$0

$0

$607,881,838

$3,026,206

n/a

$1,490,540

n/a

n/a

$719,084,834

$0

$0

$719,084,834

$2,958,259

$17,534,850

$1,389,467

n/a

n/a

$826,610,475

$0

$0

$826,610,475

1993–94

$2,340,791

$17,922,022

$1,556,921

$3,628,407

n/a

$463,559,783

$0

$0

$463,559,783

1994–95

$1,883,452

$0

$1,655,953

$4,787,058

n/a

$439,805,272

$0

$0

$439,805,272

1995–96

$0

$0

$1,674,003

$4,611,714

n/a

$414,261,827

$4,220,175

$0

$418,482,002

1996–97

$0

$0

$1,731,840

$4,066,310

n/a

$412,671,677

$10,255,075

$0

$422,926,752

1997–98

$0

$0

$1,874,669

$4,398,480

n/a

$382,460,289

$12,732,741

$0

$395,193,030

1998–99

$0

$0

$1,850,545

$4,385,893

n/a

$322,960,614

$83,235,094

$0

$406,195,708

1999–2000

$0

$0

$2,176,657

$4,246,411

n/a

$249,108,626

$91,364,507

$137,939,574

$478,412,707

2000–01

$0

$0

$2,756,422

$4,403,840

$3,606,316

$287,132,186

$86,982,810

$266,448,828

$640,563,824

2001–02

$0

$0

$2,968,211

$7,593,121

$3,312,289

$361,971,945

$73,129,825

$261,053,083

$696,154,853

2002–03

$0

$0

$2,934,249

$8,250,539

$3,863,452

$396,874,925

$85,480,388

$253,496,284

$735,851,596

Notes: 1) Value of Canada Study Grants for 2002–03 is an estimate.
2) Value of grants in Saskatchewan does not include value of grants issued as "Canada/Saskatchewan Study Grants."
3) Value of grants in Nova Scotia for the years 90–91 to 92–93 are an estimate based on figures contained in provincial budgets of these years.
4) Value of grants in New Brunswick for 2003–03 is an estimate.
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Supplementary Table 4 — Number of Government Grants Issued, 1990–91 to 2002–03 (in 2003$)
BC
n/a

AB
28,326

SK
0

MB
2,672

ON
63,381

QC
62,319

NB
7,967

NS
n/a

1991–92

8,046

24,171

0

3,466

81,444

68,272

8,467

n/a

1992–93

8,100

22,138

0

4,105

91,691

76,237

8,518

n/a

1993–94

10,190

21,421

0

467

n/a

75,627

5,306

0

1994–95

11,669

21,188

0

537

n/a

73,079

4,671

0

1995–96

13,116

7,673

0

405

n/a

72,040

5,179

0

1996–97

15,024

8,539

0

433

n/a

72,176

7,496

0

1997–98

15,862

9,443

0

354

n/a

69,784

10,397

0

1998–99

17,070

2,936

226

296

n/a

59,050

5,657

0

1999–2000

23,224

12,904

2,467

348

19,033

54,643

5,838

0

2000–01

26,121

12,963

2,166

308

19,708

56,946

6,035

0

2001–02

31,909

13,386

1,955

273

19,111

67,456

6,391

0

2002–03

26,413

16,082

2,023

300

22,545

74,282

6,391

0

YT

NT

NU

Provinces

1990–91

1,577

PE

NL
0

362

n/a

n/a

166,604

1991–92

1,545

0

424

n/a

n/a

195,835

195,835

1992–93

1,485

8,495

399

n/a

n/a

221,168

221,168

1993–94

1,228

9,018

444

n/a

n/a

123,701

123,701

1994–95

1,024

0

491

n/a

n/a

112,659

1995–96

0

0

473

n/a

n/a

98,886

1,661

100,547

1996–97

0

0

491

n/a

n/a

104,159

6,273

110,432

1997–98

0

0

548

n/a

n/a

106,388

7,348

113,736

1998–99

0

0

514

n/a

n/a

85,749

56,899

142,648

1999–00

0

0

588

n/a

n/a

119,045

63,793

40,516

223,354

2000–01

0

0

652

1082

388

126,369

55,830

77,123

259,322

2001–02

0

0

696

1065

385

142,627

55,830

76,151

274,608

2002–03

0

0

700

1136

364

150,236

55,830

80,833

286,899

Notes: 1) Number of grants for New Brunswick in 2002–03 is an estimate.
2) Number of Canada Study Grants in 01–02 and 02–03 are estimates.

CSLP

Foundation

Canada
166,604

112,659
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1990–91

1990–91

BC
n/a

AB
$41,147,018

SK
$29,462,912

MB
$3,285,033

1991–92

n/a

$37,316,188

$16,278,152

1992–93

n/a

$22,934,129

1993–94

$18,736,628

$17,192,253

1994–95

$18,195,822

$16,643,347

$14,258,896

$0

$42,409,845

$3,472,353

$0

$11,003,294

1995–96

$1,643,182

$18,404,653

$13,119,815

$0

$80,661,894

$3,751,267

$4,352,759

$11,026,952

1996–97

$15,642,604

$22,008,083

$16,642,199

$0

$181,095,225

$4,724,248

$4,320,383

$7,677,089

1997–98

$16,849,706

$25,579,167

$17,846,903

$0

$329,432,257

$341,056

$4,331,860

$3,547,506

1998–99

$21,109,776

$27,707,487

$20,840,418

$0

$312,386,100

$0

$3,632,609

$2,726,574

1999–2000

$24,764,532

$36,920,518

$22,253,648

$0

$534,195,519

$1,322,526

$3,272,811

$3,299,990

2000–01

$22,163,483

$41,292,702

$23,163,341

$5,435,511

$299,926,515

$1,930,568

$0

$0

2001–02

$17,643,767

$35,987,848

$23,778,056

$5,049,491

$121,472,354

$2,098,417

$36,722

$0

2002–03

$8,809,394

$35,964,931

$18,421,150

$6,280,156

$127,469,907

$1,833,906

$81,507

$0

PE

ON

$0

QC
$517,573

NB
$429,973

$3,927,126

$0

$1,859,611

$553,544

$17,033,451

$4,058,487

$0

$2,439,801

$608,242

$0

$14,901,540

$0

$0

$2,765,188

$317,876

$4,348,399

Foundation

NS

$0
$0

NL

YT

NT

NU

Provinces

1990–91

$0

$0

$0

n/a

n/a

$74,842,510

$74,842,510

1991–92

$0

$0

$0

n/a

n/a

$59,934,620

$59,934,620

1992–93

$0

$0

$0

n/a

n/a

$47,074,111

$47,074,111

1993–94

$0

$0

$0

$2,019,789

n/a

$55,933,275

$55,933,275

1994–95

$0

n/a

$0

$3,704,641

n/a

$98,684,905

$98,684,905

1995–96

$0

n/a

$0

$3,652,796

n/a

$125,586,366

$125,586,366

Canada

1996–97

$906,825

n/a

$0

$2,627,143

n/a

$247,966,710

$247,966,710

1997–98

$1,172,094

n/a

$0

$2,599,980

n/a

$398,153,023

$398,153,023

1998–99

$723,098

$2,872,116

$0

$2,489,169

n/a

$391,760,772

1999–2000

$1,469,106

$3,361,557

$0

$2,280,255

n/a

$629,840,474

$162,165,938

$792,006,412

2000–01

$1,396,337

$5,330,500

$0

$2,248,039

$6,542

$402,893,537

$43,686,074

$446,579,611

2001–02

$1,136,293

$5,319,444

$0

$2,605,184

$61,465

$215,189,041

$42,472,204

$257,661,246

2002–03

$1,227,698

$5,674,916

$0

$2,877,194

$31,962

$208,672,721

$41,242,746

$249,915,467

Note :

A P P E N D I X A : A D D I T I O N A L DATA

Supplementary Table 5 — Total Value of Loan Remission Issued, 1990–91 to 2002–03 (in 2003$)

$391,760,772

1) A remission program has existed in Newfoundland since 1994-95; however, no details were available prior to 1998–99.
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Supplementary Table 6 — Number of Loans Remitted, 1990–91 to 2002–03 (in 2003$)

1990–91

BC
n/a

AB
16,093

SK
1,720

MB
2,460

ON
0

QC
214

NB
51

1991–92

n/a

14,738

1,458

3,776

0

922

73

0

1992–93

n/a

9,927

1,291

4,478

0

1,175

62

0

1993–94

2,057

7,197

961

0

0

1,238

38

1,876

1994–95

1,982

6,000

700

0

18,639

1,451

0

3,754

1995–96

1,631

5,953

705

0

26,803

1,523

7,426

3,936

1996–97

1,687

5,991

572

0

43,808

1,679

7,499

3,141

1997–98

1,760

5,871

1,025

0

57,765

127

7,621

1,440

1998–99

2,008

5,722

1,663

0

41,210

0

6,450

1,304

1999–2000

2,243

7,176

9,658

0

92,938

847

5,939

2,512

2000–01

1,094

8,152

10,484

1,961

68,444

1,102

0

0

2001–02

709

7,611

10,570

1,936

34,072

1,298

27

0

2002–03

935

7,553

10,170

2,210

58,553

1,235

41

0

0

PE

NL

YT

NT

NU

Provinces

1990–91

0

0

0

n/a

n/a

20,538

20,538

Total

1991–92

0

0

0

n/a

n/a

20,967

20,967

1992–93

0

0

0

n/a

n/a

16,933

16,933

1993–94

0

0

0

471

n/a

11,962

11,962

1994–95

0

n/a

0

485

n/a

29,257

29,257

1995–96

0

n/a

0

754

n/a

44,795

44,795

1996–97

583

n/a

0

685

n/a

62,504

62,504

1997–98

701

n/a

0

695

n/a

75,565

75,565

1998–99

381

400

0

683

n/a

58,517

1999–2000

592

404

0

644

n/a

120,441

51,239

171,680

2000–01

488

610

0

649

2

92,986

14,898

107,884

2001–02

365

581

0

468

13

57,650

14,511

72,161

2002–03

438

644

0

526

11

82,316

15,583

97,899

58,517

Notes: 1) Saskatchewan has more than one program which reduces debt at the end of studies; the number shown is the sum of recipients of each program. Since it is possible to receive
assistance from both programs, this figure likely overstates the true number of recipients of loan remission.
2) Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation Bursaries are issued as remission in the following provinces: SK, MB, NB, NS, PE and NL. Recipients of millennium bursaries in each of
these provinces may also be eligibile to receive grants from their province.

T H E P R I C E O F K N O W L E D G E 2 0 0 4 : A C C E S S A N D S T U D E N T F I N A N C E I N C A N A DA

Foundation

NS

1990–91

BC
$48,063,518

AB
$125,252,559

SK
$54,977,154

MB
$7,621,256

ON
$254,854,941

QC
$258,917,679

NB
$19,712,139

NS
$24,584,697

1991–92

$46,050,577

$108,849,212

$45,078,607

$8,478,585

$327,834,049

$306,996,491

$21,739,469

$18,844,055

1992–93

$38,267,156

$98,323,980

$46,149,737

$10,837,596

$368,779,209

$380,649,178

$22,107,769

$20,128,358

1993–94

$59,734,268

$100,508,556

$43,424,225

$2,494,464

$74,271,621

$340,985,633

$6,432,908

$3,599,867

1994–95

$56,404,800

$99,740,343

$40,047,986

$5,835,109

$148,690,918

$298,338,219

$8,362,503

$2,898,553

1995–96

$43,431,905

$84,872,414

$34,632,737

$5,224,108

$251,726,099

$402,981,448

$12,518,681

$3,658,030

1996–97

$75,404,182

$93,217,481

$33,163,602

$5,622,547

$355,019,283

$452,459,692

$16,976,528

$7,677,089

1997–98

$79,177,666

$90,834,464

$29,538,838

$7,074,061

$567,759,326

$623,270,236

$19,985,174

$10,693,783

1998–99

$95,381,042

$73,436,105

$29,982,171

$7,732,642

$603,671,216

$227,274,756

$22,916,908

$24,838,001

1999–2000

$105,522,908

$86,074,403

$32,156,872

$7,947,830

$706,231,600

$126,650,471

$25,652,486

$18,014,263

2000–01

$125,209,525

$90,414,930

$33,722,541

$13,234,254

$513,896,436

$118,023,771

$22,121,412

$13,592,359

2001–02

$135,218,875

$82,782,542

$34,010,918

$11,120,903

$280,297,391

$83,831,750

$22,721,447

$9,087,511

2002–03

$92,297,701

$95,872,521

$29,445,972

$11,474,695

$234,085,504

$207,537,008

$21,962,550

$8,850,472

PE

NL

Provinces
(Total)

CSL

1990–91

$3,057,560

$27,221,481

$824,262,983

$525,009,362

1991–92

$3,026,206

$27,558,222

$914,455,473

$470,050,384

0

$470,050,384

$1,384,505,857

1992–93

$2,958,259

$24,359,377

$1,012,560,620

$467,316,990

0

$467,316,990

$1,479,877,610

1993–94

$2,340,791

$23,673,064

$657,465,397

$481,642,318

0

$481,642,318

$1,139,107,715

1994–95

$1,883,452

$6,389,757

$668,591,641

$517,488,728

0

$517,488,728

$1,186,080,369

Foundation
0

Federal
(Total)

Total

$525,009,362

$1,349,272,345

1995–96

$112,319

$5,030,522

$844,188,264

$873,303,119

0

$873,303,119

$1,717,491,383

1996–97

$1,417,828

$5,617,459

$1,046,575,689

$653,529,413

0

$653,529,413

$1,700,105,102

1997–98

$1,800,165

$8,784,497

$1,438,918,210

$645,571,183

0

$645,571,183

$2,084,489,394

1998–99

$1,624,400

$15,620,802

$1,102,478,041

$704,700,188

0

$704,700,188

$1,807,178,230

1999–2000

$2,908,205

$18,816,838

$1,129,975,877

$617,631,575

$292,054,274

$909,685,850

$2,039,661,726

2000–01

$3,110,189

$16,685,469

$950,010,888

$883,556,579

$310,134,902

$1,193,691,481

$2,143,702,369

2001–02

$3,228,260

$14,353,171

$676,652,767

$855,314,677

$303,525,288

$1,158,839,964

$1,835,492,731

2002–03

$3,099,889

$14,649,851

$719,276,164

$667,337,950

$294,231,113

$961,569,063

$1,680,845,227

Note:

A P P E N D I X A : A D D I T I O N A L DATA

Supplementary Table 7 — Total Government Expenditures on Student Assistance 1990–91 to 2002–03 (in 2003$)

1) Figures represent government own-source expenditures. As a result, expenditure figures for the Government of Quebec exclude any money received from the Government of Canada
from the alternative payments on Canada Student Loans.
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