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Summary of Foundation Actions in
Response to the Consultations on the
Future of the Millennium Bursary Program

The Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s
overall objective is to facilitate greater access to
post-secondary education. With that in mind the
Board of Directors has requested that Foundation
staff implement, as far as is practical, the recom-
mendations from the consultations on the future
of the Millennium Bursary Program. The Board has
noted the need to coordinate policy with the rest
of the complex and interrelated system of student
assistance that involves many players and disperses
nearly $4.7 billion each year. It has further
requested that four principles guide the imple-
mentation of the recommendations of the 
consultations.

The four principles are:

• The Millennium Bursary Program should 
benefit students who are in financial need.

• Students, either individually or collectively,
should be better off as a result of the
Millennium Bursary Program.

• The Foundation should attempt to ensure
that the Millennium Bursary Program 
complements rather than overlaps with 
the student financial assistance available
from other sources.

• Changes to the Millennium Bursary Program
should take into account the other changes
to student financial assistance currently
being developed.

Keeping these principles in mind, the Foundation
will respond to the recommendations as follows:

1. Eligibility: The Foundation will work with the
provinces and territories to provide millennium
bursaries to students in their first year of study
in programs of at least two years in length, in
those provinces and territories where students
are not currently eligible for bursaries in their
first year of study.

2. Low-Income Students: The Foundation will
enter into new arrangements with interested
provinces and territories to provide special
funding of up to a total of $50 million annually
for experimental projects designed to promote
access by students from low-income families,
beginning in 2005. This funding will not affect
the delivery of the Millennium Bursary Program.

3. Debt and Unmet Need: The Foundation will
work with the provinces and territories so that
the Millennium Bursary Program can both
address unmet need and reduce debt.

4. Communication: The Foundation will work 
with the federal, provincial and territorial 
governments to increase the visibility of the
Millennium Bursary Program in order that
potential beneficiaries can take the bursary
into account in making decisions about pur-
suing a post-secondary education.

5. Maximum Benefit: The Foundation will work
with the provincial and territorial governments
to increase the direct benefit to students from
the Millennium Bursary Program funds
expended in each jurisdiction.

6. Coordination: The Foundation will work with
the federal government and provincial and
territorial governments to ensure that the
Millennium Bursary Program helps to enhance
the comprehensiveness of the student financial
assistance system and complements rather than
overlaps with the various student financial
assistance programs.
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7. Partnership: The Foundation will continue 
to work with the provincial and territorial 
governments to ensure that the Millennium
Bursary Program is delivered in a way that is
sensitive to the unique characteristics and
particular circumstances of each jurisdiction.

Introduction

In the fall of 2002, as the mid-point of a ten-year
mandate approached, the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation commissioned an inde-
pendent evaluation of its programs and activities. 

The report of the review team led by the Institute
of Intergovernmental Affairs at Queen’s University
commended the Foundation for its financial 
management, its ability to establish working 
relationships with provincial governments, the
policy relevance of its research and its innovative
excellence award program. At the same time it
questioned whether, given the Foundation’s 
mandate to improve access, the best use was
being made of the funds dispersed through the
Millennium Bursary Program. This concern was 
in line with the results of some of the Foundation’s
own research on access to post-secondary education. 

Facilitating access to post-secondary education 
is key to the mandate that the Government of
Canada gave the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation when it announced its creation in
1998 and endowed it with a $2.5 billion sinking
fund to be fully expended by the end of its mandate.
The Foundation’s primary tool for assisting stu-
dents to access post-secondary education is the
Millennium Bursary Program, which represents
ninety-five per cent of the funds distributed by
the Foundation. This program will provide more
than 900,000 bursaries with a value of almost 
$3 billion over ten years.

The Consultations

In response to the mid-term review, the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation announced 
in November 2003 that it would be seeking the
input of Canadians on the future of its Millennium
Bursary Program by holding consultations across
Canada. The consultations were designed to obtain
views on the question: 

“Given its mandate to improve access, what is the
best use of the Foundation’s bursary money?”

Following discussions with provincial and territo-
rial officials, approximately two thousand people
were invited to participate in consultation meet-
ings in eighteen centres across the country.
Consultation meetings took place between April
and September 2004 and were attended by more
than 500 Canadians, including many students.
These meetings were conducted using a non-
confrontational approach called deliberative 
dialogue that encouraged a shared inquiry into the
issues. A Guide for Deliberation that was developed
with the help of partners and stakeholders provided
a starting point for the discussions. In addition to
the dialogue guide, participants were provided with
an overview paper. This paper reviewed trends in
Canadian post-secondary education, described the
role that governments play in promoting access, and
provided baseline information on the Foundation’s
Millennium Bursary Program. Supplementary
information on the various forms of student 
financial assistance available in each jurisdiction
accompanied the overview paper. 



3

More than seventy per cent of participants 
completed evaluations. The overwhelming 
majority rated the consultations very positively. 

An electronic consultation facility available on 
the Foundation’s Web site received approximately
250 electronic workbooks and online submissions
or individual stories.

Lyn Tait of Tait & Pirquet Consulting Services 
and Raymond Daigle, the independent consultants
retained by the Foundation to chair the consulta-
tions, prepared a report summarizing the discussion
in each jurisdiction. These reports as well as the
final report are being shared with all invitees. 

The following is a summary of the common themes
and observations raised during the consultations
that were identified by the consultants and that
call for a response by the Foundation:

1. Eligibility: In many provinces, participants
expressed concern that requiring bursary
recipients to have successfully completed 
60 per cent of a year of post-secondary educa-
tion placed students, notably college students
who enrol in shorter programs, at a disadvan-
tage. They recommended that eligibility for
the Foundation’s bursaries should be revised
to include students in their first year of study
and, to a lesser extent, students in shorter
programs. They recognized and were concerned,
however, that given limited budgets, the
inclusion of these students would affect the
assistance available to students in upper
years of study. In other provinces and territo-
ries, notably Alberta and Quebec, participants
believed that first-year students were receiving
adequate assistance from provincial government
programs and saw no need to modify the 
eligibility criteria for the Foundation’s bursaries.

2. Low-Income Students: The vast majority of 
participants urged the Foundation to give 
special attention to the needs of students
from low-income families. Many thought 
special funds should be targeted to this
group; others thought that changes to the
need assessment system could be designed 
to improve the situation of low-income students.

3. Debt and Unmet Need: In almost all sessions,
participants strongly advocated that the bursary
be built around the principles of flexibility
and facilitation of student choice. The majority
of participants recommended that the bursary
be redesigned to allow funding for both
increasing assistance to meet unmet 
need and reducing debt.

4. Communication: All participants underlined the
need for a change in the way the Foundation
communicates information about its bursary
program. They argued that, if the bursaries
were to have influence on students’ decisions
about whether or not to pursue a post-secondary
education, students needed to be aware of
the level and timing of awards.

5. Maximum Benefit: Participants, particularly
student representatives, encouraged the
Foundation to continue to work with the
provinces to maximize the direct benefit 
to students from the available bursary funds.

6. Coordination: Participants recognized that 
the changes the federal and provincial 
governments are proposing to make to their
student financial assistance programs could
have an important impact on the Foundation’s
bursary program. They strongly urged the
Foundation to work with other providers to
ensure a comprehensive package of student
aid in the country.
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7. Partnership: Discussions with provincial 
and territorial officials before and after the
consultations underlined the need for the
Foundation to be sensitive to the particular 
circumstances of individual jurisdictions.
Consultation participants underlined this
point. They did not consider a “cookie cutter”
approach for all arrangements between 
the Foundation and the provinces to 
be appropriate.

The report on the consultations pointed out that
making choices about program priorities in today’s
environment of scarce resources is not easy and
that making choices in a critical area like student
assistance, which has a variety of financial aid
providers from different orders of government, 
is even harder. 

In order to ensure the Foundation had as thorough
an understanding as possible of the impacts of
program options and in an attempt to assess
interactions with other student assistance providers,
the Foundation research staff modeled the impact
of program design options arising from the consul-
tations. Senior representatives of the Foundation’s
key partners and stakeholders were then invited to
help assess the trade-offs and complementarities
among these options. The results of this exchange
informed the deliberations of the Board of Directors
when it considered how best to respond to the main
themes and observations that emerged from the
consultations.

The Foundation’s Response

The Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s
overall objective is to facilitate greater access to
post-secondary education. With that in mind the
Board of Directors has requested that Foundation
staff implement, as far as is practical, the recom-
mendations from the consultations on the future
of the Millennium Bursary Program. The Board
has noted the need to coordinate policy with the
rest of the complex and interrelated system of

student assistance that involves many players and 
disperses nearly $4.7 billion each year. It has 
further requested that four principles guide the
implementation of the recommendations of the
consultations.

The four principles are:

• The Millennium Bursary Program should 
benefit students who are in financial need.

• Students, either individually or collectively,
should be better off as a result of the
Millennium Bursary Program.

• The Foundation should attempt to ensure that
the Millennium Bursary Program complements
rather than overlaps with the student financial
assistance available from other sources.

• Changes to the Millennium Bursary Program
should take into account the other changes
to student financial assistance currently
being developed.

The following is a summary of the actions the
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation will
take in response to the consultations on the
future of the Millennium Bursary Program. 

1. In most jurisdictions it was recommended 
that the eligibility criteria for the millennium
bursaries be revised to include students in
their first year of study and, to a lesser
extent, students in shorter programs.

The Foundation will work with the provinces 
and territories to provide millennium bursaries 
to students in their first year of study in programs 
of at least two years in length, in those provinces
and territories where students are not currently 
eligible for bursaries in their first year of study.

Currently, students must have successfully 
completed at least 60 per cent of a year of post-
secondary education in order to be eligible for a
millennium bursary. This rule has tended to work
against the interests of some students, particularly
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those enrolled in college. It also limits the
Foundation’s assistance to students who have
already entered the system, and does little to
encourage those who are unlikely to embark 
on a post-secondary education at all, because 
of the costs involved.

Modeling done by the Foundation’s staff suggests
that the inclusion of all first-year students, including
students in one-year programs, would deprive a
significant number of upper-year students who
currently receive Foundation bursaries of badly
needed financial assistance and possibly jeopard-
ize their ability to complete their studies. The
Foundation has therefore decided to drop its
requirement that bursary recipients must have
successfully completed 60 per cent of a year of
post-secondary education in order to qualify for
its bursaries, and to replace it with a requirement
that bursary recipients be enrolled in post-secondary
programs of at least two years’ duration. Admission
to a two-year program at a recognized Canadian
post-secondary educational institution will hence-
forth be considered sufficient merit to meet the
requirement of the Foundation’s legislation that
bursary recipients, in addition to being in financial
need, must also demonstrate merit. Using this
merit criterion will also promote a more balanced
distribution of the Foundation’s bursary assistance
between those at college and those at university.

The Foundation will rapidly initiate discussions
with provinces and territories that do not already
provide funding to students in their first year of
study, in order that the proposed change can take
effect in the fall of 2005.

2. The vast majority of participants advocated
that special measures or priority be given to
students from low-income families.

The Foundation will enter into new arrangements
with interested provinces and territories to provide
special funding of up to a total of $50 million annually
for experimental projects designed to promote access
by students from low-income families, beginning in
2005. This funding will not affect the delivery of the
Millennium Bursary Program.

When the Foundation accepted $2.5 billion from
the federal government, it undertook to provide
approximately $300 million a year in scholarships
and bursaries for a period of ten years. As a result
of better than expected returns on its investments
and lower than anticipated administrative expendi-
tures, the Foundation believes that it will be able
to provide up to $50 million a year for special ini-
tiatives designed to encourage access by students
from low-income backgrounds. The Foundation is
confident that this can be accomplished without
jeopardizing or in any way affecting its ability to
make good on its current commitments to provide
$300 million a year in bursaries and scholarships.

The Government of Canada has announced that it
intends to introduce a grant for low-income students
in 2005. This grant is for the first year of study
and will pay up to 50 per cent of tuition to a 
maximum of $3000. It is expected to improve 
the quality rather than the quantity of federal 
student financial assistance for students from low-
income backgrounds by replacing part of their
federal student loan with a grant. Many post-
secondary educational institutions provide similar
assistance for low-income students. The Foundation
will work to ensure that the experimental projects
it develops to promote access to higher education
by students from low-income backgrounds com-
plement rather than duplicate this assistance. 
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Given the experimental nature of the projects the
Foundation proposes to develop in cooperation with
interested provincial and territorial governments,
it is proposed to accompany their implementation
with a full impact evaluation, as well as a long-
term investigative project designed to increase 
the Foundation’s understanding of the challenges 
facing low-income students in accessing or 
completing their post-secondary studies.

Discussions with interested provinces and territories
will begin immediately in order that implementa-
tion can begin in fall 2005.

3. Participants recommended that bursaries 
be used to address both unmet need and 
to reduce debt.

The Foundation will work with the provinces and 
territories so that the Millennium Bursary Program
can both address unmet need and reduce debt.

Approximately 50 per cent of Canadian post-
secondary students take out student loans.
Graduating borrowers outside Quebec, where
tuition is lower and grants have been more 
readily available, currently hold an average of
$20,400 (2003 dollars) in government student
loans. Students are concerned that the need 
to incur substantial debt in order to obtain a 
post-secondary education is not only a barrier 
to access; it also limits students’ decisions 
about what and where they will study.

The incidence of unmet need (the amount by which
assessed need exceeds available student financial
assistance) varies widely from province to province.
Average unmet need is approximately $3000. At
first glance, recently announced increases to loan
limits for student financial assistance provided 
by the federal government should reduce unmet
need. Provinces have been asked to make similar
changes. Many students remain concerned that
the proposed increases in the amount of money
they will be able to borrow from provincial and
federal sources may not be sufficient to cover 
the rising cost of tuition and living expenses. 

Since its creation the Foundation has recognized
that no single approach to the delivery of its bursary
program suits all jurisdictions. As a result bursaries
currently reduce student debt in some provinces
while at least partially providing additional finan-
cial resources (meeting unmet need) in others.
The Foundation will continue to take a flexible
approach to the placement of its bursaries in 
students’ financial assistance packages. It will
explore the possibility of applying a greater share
of its bursaries to meeting unmet need with its
provincial partners, especially in jurisdictions 
that already have well developed debt reduction
programs. 

4. Participants underlined the need for more 
visibility for the bursary program so that it
can influence students’ decisions about 
pursuing post-secondary education.

The Foundation will work with the federal, provincial
and territorial governments to increase the visibility 
of the Millennium Bursary Program in order that
potential beneficiaries can take the bursary into
account in making decisions about pursuing 
a post-secondary education.

The integration of the delivery of the Foundation’s
bursaries into the pre-existing student financial
assistance system has provided one-stop shopping
for students and significant cost savings to the
Foundation. It has, however, tended to reduce 
the visibility of the Millennium Bursary Program,
thereby diminishing its potential impact on
students’ decisions about whether or not to 
pursue post-secondary studies. 

The introduction of changes to the Millennium
Bursary Program in response to the consultations
provides an excellent opportunity to work with the
provincial and territorial governments to raise the
visibility of the millennium bursaries and increase
their impact on students’ decisions. Working with
the governments of Manitoba and New Brunswick,
the Foundation is developing and testing the
effectiveness of a number of materials that can 
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be used to inform high school students and 
their parents about the benefits and financing of
a post-secondary education. It is hoped that these
materials can be adapted for use in other jurisdic-
tions in the context of a collaborative partnership
involving the federal government, provincial 
governments, universities, colleges and other
interested parties, designed to promote a better
understanding of the various forms of assistance
available to students, as they consider whether 
or not to undertake a post-secondary education.

Discussions with interested provinces and 
territories will begin immediately in order 
that implementation can begin at the earliest
opportunity.

5. Participants, particularly some student 
representatives, encouraged the Foundation 
to continue to work with the provinces to 
maximize the direct benefit to students 
from the available bursary funds.

The Foundation will work with the provincial 
and territorial governments to increase the direct
benefit to students from the Millennium Bursary
Program funds expended in each jurisdiction.

Millennium bursaries benefit two groups of students.
The first group is made up of the recipients of the
Foundation’s bursaries who, as a result of receiving
a bursary from the Foundation, have either less
debt or more money to spend. The second group
is made up of students who benefit from the 
programs that provincial governments have put 
in place to satisfy their commitment to the
Foundation to reinvest any money they save as a
result of the Millennium Bursary Program for the
benefit of post-secondary students.

Some students who attended the Foundation’s
consultations tended to attach a higher value to
the benefits students receive from their millennium
bursaries than from provincial programs financed
from provinces’ millennium savings. The Foundation
has taken note of this preference for what these
students called direct benefits and will enter into
discussions with interested provinces to review
opportunities to redesign the Foundation’s bursary
program to increase these benefits. 

6. Participants strongly urged the Foundation to
work with other providers to ensure a compre-
hensive package of student aid in the country.

The Foundation will work with the federal government
and provincial and territorial governments to ensure
that the Millennium Bursary Program helps to enhance
the comprehensiveness of the student assistance 
system, and complements rather than overlaps with
the various student financial assistance programs.

As the provider of almost 9% of currently available
need-based student financial assistance (govern-
ment, educational institutions, Foundation), the
Foundation is a significant, albeit junior, provider of
student financial assistance in the overall Canadian
context. It must therefore seek to complement rather
than to overlap with the various student financial
assistance programs of its federal and provincial
partners. Recently announced changes to federal
student financial assistance programs, and potential
changes to provincial student financial assistance
programs, provide a useful opportunity for the
providers of student assistance to work together 
to promote synergy and avoid duplication. The
Foundation is committed to doing its part to 
make this opportunity a reality. 
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7. The consultations as well as discussions with
provincial and territorial officials before and
after the consultations underlined the need 
for the Foundation to be sensitive to the unique
characteristics and particular circumstances
of individual jurisdictions and avoid a “cookie
cutter” approach.

The Foundation will continue to work with the
provincial and territorial governments to ensure that
the Millennium Bursary Program is delivered in a
way that is sensitive to the unique characteristics
and particular circumstances of each jurisdiction.

Effective relations with provincial and territorial
governments, that are sensitive to the unique
characteristics and particular circumstances of
individual jurisdictions, are a priority for the
Foundation. Millennium bursary funds are distrib-
uted through agreements with the provinces and
territories. Although similar in structure, these
agreements differ in their administrative applica-
tion in order to accommodate the circumstances
of each jurisdiction. 

The mid-term review commended the Foundation
for establishing these effective working relationships
with provincial and territorial governments. The
Foundation will continue to use its ongoing opera-
tional discussions with provinces and territories to
develop arrangements that address the particular
needs of each jurisdiction as appropriate.

Additional Actions 

Over and above the input it received about the
Millennium Bursary Program, the Foundation heard
considerable feedback from consultation participants
about the operation of the student financial assis-
tance system in general. There was a general view
that most, if not all, student financial assistance
should be distributed on the basis of need, and
that a need assessment formula should continue
to be used to determine the amount of assistance
to which a student is entitled. Participants did,
however, believe that the current need assessment

used by the provinces, the federal government
and the Foundation was badly in need of reform. 

The Foundation will continue to deliver its bursaries
in concert with other players in the student financial
assistance system. The Foundation has, however,
informed its governmental partners of the concerns
consultation participants, especially students,
expressed about the need assessment formulae
that are use to determine eligibility for student
financial assistance. 

It is encouraging to note that both the provinces
and the federal government have announced
changes in their need assessment formulae that
go at least part way to meeting the concerns con-
sultation participants raised.

Conclusions

The Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation
would like to thank all those who participated in
the consultations on the future of the Millennium
Bursary Program. This has been a valuable experi-
ence for the Foundation. 

The consultation meetings provided a unique
opportunity for the Foundation to increase its
understanding of the specific needs of different
groups of current and potential beneficiaries,
especially in northern and smaller communities.
The exchange of information with provincial and
territorial governments has helped strengthen the
Foundation’s working relationships with key partners.
The sustained, structured and informal interactions
with stakeholders over several months have provided
an excellent opportunity to enhance relations with
key stakeholders, especially students.

Finally, the advice that participants provided on
the design of the Millennium Bursary Program will
benefit students for the rest of the Foundation’s
mandate.


