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Foreword
Ensuring widespread access to higher education serves two of Canada’s highest goals –
achieving a high standard of living and sustaining social cohesion. Research shows that
participation at the post-secondary level is influenced in part by the ability to finance the cost,
and in part by non-financial factors such as early childhood experiences and the effectiveness of
secondary school information and counselling services.
This report, by CPRN Senior Research Analyst, Patrice de Broucker, synthesizes recent research
and then creates a more integrated picture of the factors affecting access and continuation by
students from low-income families. He also explores the policy implications of what we now
know about access issues.
The study shows that, non-financial considerations are at least as important as cost. Indeed, a
child’s future educational pathway is shaped in the early years and is strongly influenced by the
parents’ education. This means that decision-makers across all sectors (and parents too) should
be placing much more emphasis on such factors as: early intervention to support the educational
achievement and future aspirations of all children, especially those from low-income families;
the need for improved information and counselling services in our secondary schools; and the
value of vocational alternatives to a university degree or college diploma. This does not mean
that reforming tuition and financial aid policies should be ignored. It does mean that student
finances are only one piece of the puzzle.
I would like to thank Patrice de Broucker for his thoughtful analysis of the implications of this
research. I would also like to thank Katherine Mortimer, who provided research assistance, and
the participants in a Roundtable held in November 2004, which reviewed the preliminary
findings. Finally, I want to express our appreciation of the financial support provided by Human
Resources and Skills Development Canada (the primary funder) and Alberta Human Resources
and Employment.

Judith Maxwell
March 2005
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Executive Summary
21st Century Canada competes in the world market more with knowledge and skills than by
trading in natural resources or the fruits of low-priced labour. Unlike the minerals, forests, fish
and furs on which our economy was built, creation of knowledge and skills is in our power. But
if we are to sustain our high standard of living, we must work at their creation vigorously and
consistently.
Creating and maintaining educational institutions, while critically important, is not all that’s
required to keep the labour force and society strong. We must also ensure that opportunity to
participate in the knowledge society is spread equitably through the population. While in theory
Canada’s education system is open to all, the reality is that access to higher education is not
equally available to all who qualify. Financial and social barriers mean post-secondary education
is often out of reach for people from low-income backgrounds.
We wanted to understand some of the key factors affecting whether low-income Canadians
choose to get a post-secondary education. What is the relationship between family income,
access to, and persistence in, post-secondary education? How great are the differences among
families at various income levels? As well, what factors associated with low incomes, such as
lack of parental education, single parents and low aspirations, affect enrolment, and to what
extent?
In our search for answers we have reviewed recent research on those issues, as well as on
measures to counteract the disadvantages of low incomes, such as financial assistance programs
and specialized counselling on the benefits of higher education.
All the studies showed broad agreement on the size of the participation gap among young people
(aged 18 to 21 or 18 to 24, depending on the study) from different family-income backgrounds:
those from high-income families are two to three times more likely to go to university than
young people from low-income families. The proportion of those going to college is more evenly
distributed across family-income levels.
We conclude that while financial considerations do play a role in determining access to postsecondary education, they are not the only determinant, nor even the most directly important.
Instead, family financial resources blend with parents’ education and expectations, geography
and institutional capacity to influence everyone’s educational pathway from very early on.
To date, governments have focused on providing financial support for students attending college
or university. While this remains important, grants and loans won’t overcome all the
disadvantages that keep some young people from achieving the marks they need to access postsecondary education in the first place. Here are some policy issues we believe should be
addressed:

vii

Early Intervention
Children from better-off families do better in school. To make university and college access
more equitable, we need to address inequalities as they build up from early childhood by
intervening early to offer lower-income children educational, health and social programs to
encourage development that will ultimately allow them to move on to post-secondary education.
More Career-oriented Options
We need more high-school-level vocational alternatives to post-secondary education, such as cooperative education, vocational education and pre-apprenticeship programs.
Information and Counselling
Young people need considerable preparation, including discussion of career prerequisites and
details of the true costs and returns of higher education, to make the right educational choices.
Schools must dedicate sufficient resources to this important role and focus particularly on
assisting those at risk of not getting that information at home.
Tuition Policy
Governments should give serious consideration to limiting the share of revenues post-secondary
institutions raise by tuition while sustaining their share of government funding necessary to make
that possible. Universities should consider offering program-stability guarantees, which would
fix tuition fees for the duration of a given program, so students would know total cost from the
beginning.
Financial Aid
In the context of rising post-secondary costs borne by students, the financial aid system is doing
less for students from low-income families. Governments should review the shift to using tax
credits as a major form of support for education, and focus on need-based student assistance –
but also reassess the criteria used in needs assessments to ensure low-income students benefit
most. Governments should also look for ways to assist low-income students to avoid huge debt
loads, to prevent inequity after graduation when they enter the labour market handicapped by
debt.
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Introduction
21st Century Canada competes in the world market more with knowledge and skills than by
trading in natural resources or the fruits of low-priced labour. Unlike the minerals, forests, fish
and furs on which our economy was built, creation of knowledge and skills is in our power. But
if we are to sustain our high standard of living, we must work at their creation vigorously and
consistently. We must be able to offer young people the opportunity to acquire knowledge and
skills and give mature workers the means to update theirs. And since the knowledge and skills
needed for success come principally from post-secondary education – universities, colleges and
trade or vocational schools – we need a solid infrastructure of learning institutions.
The promotion of knowledge and skills development is high on political agendas throughout the
country. In putting forward its Innovation Strategy in 2002, the federal government highlighted
the critical role post-secondary education should play in the strategy and set a goal:
Goal: That all qualified Canadians have access to high-quality post-secondary
education
Measuring progress toward this goal should include whether:
• one hundred per cent of high-school graduates have the opportunity to participate in
some form of post-secondary education;
• over the next decade, 50 per cent of 25–64 year olds, including an increased proportion
of individuals from at-risk groups, have a post-secondary credential (up from the
current 39 per cent);
• over the next decade, the number of apprentices completing a certification program
doubles (to 37,000); and
• admission of masters and PhD students at Canadian universities increases by an
average of 5 per cent per year through to 2010.
Source: Government of Canada (2002), Knowledge Matters – Skills and Learning for Canadians, p.34.

Creating and maintaining educational institutions, while critically important, is not all that’s
required to keep the labour force and society strong. We must also ensure that opportunity to
participate in the knowledge society is spread equitably through the population. While in theory
Canada’s education system is open to all, the reality is that access to the institutions that impart
high-level knowledge and skills is not equally available to all who qualify. Financial barriers
mean post-secondary education is often out of reach for people from low-income backgrounds.
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The Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation highlighted the complexity of deciding to
pursue post-secondary education in its report, The Price of Knowledge:
“The decision to obtain a post-secondary education is unlike any other. It is not
simply a purchase of services. Depending on the type of education one chooses, it
is a decision about how to spend one, two, four, or more years of one’s life. In a
larger sense, it is also a choice about one’s entire future and the range of jobs one
wishes to pursue. In many cases, it is not even an individual decision; the decision
to attend or not to attend post-secondary education is almost always influenced by
the values and attitudes of family members and peers. It cannot be reduced to a
simple equation about supply and demand, dollars and cents.” (Junor and Usher, 2002)
Individual circumstances and societal influences affect people’s decisions about post-secondary
education – a decision that is of immense importance not only to an individual’s development
and success in the labour market, but also to all of society and the economy.
•

Post-secondary education offers many benefits: people who have graduated from
university or college have higher employment rates, higher earnings, better access to
further training, better health and less involvement in criminal activities, to name a few.1

•

Getting a post-secondary education shapes our future: in a time of changing economic and
social conditions, there’s a need for greater reliance on personal responsibility and
autonomy in the workplace and personal life – and the knowledge and life skills of higher
education are essential for both individual fulfilment and the economic success of nations.

•

Widespread participation of people of all socio-economic backgrounds in post-secondary
education can reduce economic disparities and promote social cohesion.

We wanted to understand some of the key factors affecting whether low-income Canadians choose
to get a post-secondary education. What is the relationship between family income, access to, and
persistence in, post-secondary education? How great are the differences between Canadian families
at various income levels? Are they changing over time? As well, what factors associated with low
incomes, such as lack of education among parents, single-parent families and low aspirations affect
enrolment in post-secondary programs, and to what extent? We also wanted to know whether
family finances make a difference in the rates of men and women getting higher education.
In our search for answers we have reviewed, assessed and synthesized recent research on the
factors that affect access to and completion of post-secondary education by students from lowincome families.2 Those factors include on-going poverty, changing family structures, low levels of
education among low-income parents (as well as a lack of aspiration on behalf of their children),
and real and perceived costs of and returns to participating in post-secondary education.3
1

2

3

2

Two OECD reports have recently reviewed the research on the benefits of education for a wide range of
economic and social outcomes (OECD, 1998b and 2001).
A “Research Summary Table: Access to PSE” provides in tabular format further details of the literature review
completed for this paper. The table provides highlights of the research results for most of the studies reviewed.
The table is posted on the main CPRN Web site at www.cprn.org.
As part of the project leading to this report, CPRN hosted a Roundtable on November 17, 2004, where
representatives of governments, post-secondary education stakeholders and researchers debated many of the
issues addressed here.
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Other research we looked at analyzed measures to counteract the disadvantages of low incomes,
such as financial assistance and specialized counselling and information on the benefits of higher
education.
Every study we included in this review addressed at least one of the following issues:
•

How does low-income affect post-secondary participation and completion rates?

•

How do non-financial factors (parent’s education, aspirations, performance in school,
culture) interact with low-income to influence participation? How significant is early life
experience in this regard?

•

What are the financial barriers to participation and completion rates? What is the effect of
different types of student financial assistance on post-secondary participation and
completion? Are low-income students more afraid of running up debts for education than
students from other income groups?

•

Have tuition increases affected the enrolment of students from different income levels?

•

Does the impact of these factors differ by type of post-secondary institution?

We’ve focused on issues related to low-income young people, because adult participation is
more an issue of continuing education and training, which are influenced by different factors.4
The report proceeds as follows. First, we situate the Canadian post-secondary education scene in
the international context, and we provide some national trends and provincial comparisons for
reference. We then assess the relationship between family income and access to, and completion
of, post-secondary education. Next, we look at other financial considerations that affect
participation in post-secondary education, followed by an analysis of key non-financial factors.
We go on to identify research gaps. Finally, we suggest some policy implications that flow from
this synthesis of the relevant research. An appendix provides useful definitions for the main
concepts related to this project and addresses some issues of quality and limitations of the
existing data available for the research.

4

A separate project by CPRN – “Too many left behind: Canada’s adult education and training system” – looks at
gaps in Canada’s education and training system that may prevent adult Canadians who want to upgrade their
skills and improve their ability to earn a decent pay from doing so.
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1. The Context: Educational attainment in post-secondary education
Let’s begin by looking at where Canada stands compared to educational attainment in selected
other member countries of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) and examining the situation from the perspective of recent history.
1.1 Canada in the International Context
The International Standard Classification of Education (last updated in 1997) is used to compare
education levels in different countries. The data supporting the international comparison come
from household surveys; in Canada, we use the Labour Force Survey. Canadian figures for nonuniversity higher education are inflated because the survey does not allow a fine distinction
between post-secondary trade and vocational programs (which the OECD calls non-tertiary) and
other non-university, post-secondary options. This results in some of the former being included
in the latter group. Such issues highlight the difficulties of international comparisons.
Economic and social progress in recent years means all countries are seeing an increase in the
number of people getting higher education and Canada is no exception: our adult population has
consistently high educational attainments (Figure 1).5
Figure 1
Population that has attained tertiary education, by age group (2002)
Percentage, by age group
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Countries are ranked in descending order of the percentage of 25 to 34-year-olds who have attained tertiary education.
Source: Education at a Glance - OECD Indicators 2004, OECD, 2004a Table A3.3

5

Because immigrants regularly have more education than the Canadian-born population, the growth in the level
of educational attainment is accentuated. In this sense, the progress of educational attainment cannot all be
attributed to the Canadian education systems.
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The number of people completing post-secondary education has increased about 19 percentage
points over the past 30 years, which puts us in the first place among OECD countries. However,
other countries are making larger gains and closing the gap (Japan and Korea are both up more
than 32 percentage points). The United States, which ranked first and slightly ahead of Canada
30 years ago, has stalled in the last 20 years and its ranking has slipped.
Figure 2 shows the recent evolution of educational attainment for the whole adult population,
showing Canada as the country that made the largest gains in the 1990s, and top ranked for most
of the period.6 The significant increase in college and university enrolment in the 1980s and early
1990s, the arrival of immigrants who tend to be more educated than people born here, and the
retirement of less educated, older workers, are responsible for these results.
Figure 2

Recent evolution in educational attainment in tertiary education (1991-2002)
Percentage of 25 to 64-year-olds
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Countries are ranked in descending order of educational attainment in tertiary education in 2002.
Source: Education at a Glance - OECD Indicators 2004, OECD, 2004a Table A3.4a

Canada’s rank is a reflection of our strong non-university sector7 – mainly the college system.
While our university sector is not at the top of the OECD ranking, Canada retains a fairly high
standing, and shows growth in the sector over the last five years (Figure 3). However, other
countries – such as Norway, the United Kingdom, Finland and Australia – made faster progress
6

7

6

This is a significant achievement that is not likely to be much tinted by data issues as it rests on unchanged
definitions.
As figures including attainment at non-university tertiary level are slightly inflated compared with those of
other countries, rankings that include these figures are possibly affected, but probably not to an extent sufficient
to mis-represent the true situation of Canada on the international scene.
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between 1998 and 2002. The United States, Canada’s largest economic partner and competitor,
keeps making progress and remains ahead by about five percentage points.
Figure 3

Recent evolution in educational attainment in university and advanced research programmes
(1998-2002)
Percentage of 25 to 34-year-olds
1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

40
35
30

%

25
20
15
10
5

ex
ic
o
M

y
Ita
l

an
y
er
m
G

ce

itz
er
la
nd
Sw

Fr
an

an
d
Fi
nl

ed
en

U

ni

Sw

m

te
d

Ki
n

gd
o

lia
Au
st
ra

Ja
pa
n

rla
nd
s

N

et
he

Ko
re
a

an
ad
a
C

te
s

ni
te
d
U

N

or

St
a

w

ay

0

Countries are ranked in descending order of educational attainment in university and advanced research programmes in 2002.
Source: Education at a Glance - OECD Indicators 2004, OECD, 2004a Table A3.4c

But what does participation in education, which affects attainment in the near future, look like
now? Figure 4 shows Canada has likely slipped a few ranks in terms of participation in
education.8 Young people aged 15 in 2002 can expect to spend about another six years and ten
months in education, by the time they reach 30.9 That’s about the same as Norway, Australia,
Switzerland and the United States, but more than one year behind Denmark, Finland and France,
and about half a year less than in Sweden and Germany. Young Canadians in their 20s have a
lower participation rate in education than is the case in several other countries.10 This is a sign
that Canada’s lead in educational attainment could vanish within a few years. The erosion of
Canada’s lead is also highlighted in Trends in Higher Education (Association of Universities and
8

9

10

Here participation in education covers all levels of education. At least for the two older age groups, most young
people will likely be attending post-secondary education in all countries.
The expected duration in education is calculated from labour force survey data on age-specific proportions of
young people who declare they are enrolled in an educational institution. These proportions are then totalled
over the 15 to 29 age group to yield the expected number of years spent in education. The calculation thus
assumes that young persons currently aged 15 years will show the same pattern of education and work between
the ages of 15 and 29 as the population between those age limits in the given data year.
This may reflect the strong role of the community colleges in Canada, which offer programs of shorter duration
than the universities.
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Colleges of Canada, 2002). One may ask the question: is there a saturation point for participation
in post-secondary education, beyond which a country’s progress would be more difficult?
Figure 4

Participation rate and expected years in education for 15 to 29 year-olds (2002)
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Source: Education at a Glance - OECD Indicators 2004, OECD, 2004a Table C4.1a and C4.4.

The international comparison provides two perspectives on equity in education – one on gender
equity, the other on the socio-economic dimension of equity.
Women, once severely under-represented in higher education, have been catching up with men
for some time and now surpass them in post-secondary graduation in most countries. In Canada,
the gap in favour of women is one of the largest in the OECD (Figure 5). In 2002, 29 per cent of
25 to 34 year-old women had completed a university degree, bachelor or higher, but only 23 per
cent of men the same age had.11 That put Canadian women third among OECD countries, behind
Norway and the United States, while men were in sixth place, behind Japan, Norway, the United
States, Korea and the Netherlands. Recent results from the OECD Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) may provide an explanation for this gender gap: 15 year old girls
significantly out-perform boys in reading, a major asset in moving to post-secondary education
two or three years later (OECD, 2004c).

11

8

OECD (2004a), Table A3.4c.
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Figure 5

Change in the difference between educational attainment of females and males in university
and advanced research programmes (1998-2002)
Percentage points for 25 to 34-year-olds
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Countries are ranked in descending order of the difference between educational attainmentof females and males in university and advanced research programmes in 2002.
Source: Education at a Glance - OECD Indicators 2004, OECD, 2004a Table A3.4c

It’s harder to make international comparisons of socio-economic equity in post-secondary
participation because of the need to relate participation to parents’ socio-economic status. Two
recent attempts to establish this relationship lead to the same broad conclusion – Canada ranks
among countries where participation in post-secondary education is relatively more equally
shared among socio-economic backgrounds.
The first study was done in 1998 by the OECD, which analysed how likely adults are to have
graduated from higher education, according to the educational attainment of their parents. In
Canada, 57 per cent of adults (aged 16 to 65) whose parents had completed higher education
graduated from a post-secondary institution, compared to only 24 per cent of adults whose
parents did not complete high school (Figure 6). Of the 12 countries included in the report,
Canada fared better than many. The relative prospects of attending university or college are more
evenly distributed here than in the United States, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and
Switzerland (OECD, 1998a; de Broucker and Underwood, 1998).
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Figure 6

Percentage of the population 16 to 65 years of age who have completed tertiary education, by
level of educational attainment of their parents (1994-1995)
Highest level of education of parents
Below upper secondary education
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Countries are ranked in ascending order of the probability of obtaining a tertiary qualification for individuals whose parents have also completed tertiary education relative to the
same probability for individuals whose parents have not completed secondary education.
Source: Education at a Glance - OECD Indicators 1998, OECD (1998a), Table A2.2.

The second attempt at measuring equity of access was by the Educational Policy Institute, which
recently published A New Measuring Stick, an “educational equity index.” Based on a simple
measure of university students’ socio-economic status (percentage of university students whose
fathers have a university credentials) in relation to the overall socio-economic status of the
general population (measured as the percentage of male population aged 45-64 with a university
credential), it compares educational equity among the Canadian provinces and the Canadian
situation with that in a few other countries (Usher, 2004c). The ranking is not fully consistent
with the OECD’s findings.12 But, while the relative position of some countries changes, Canada’s
is more consistent: our relatively high score suggests we have more socially equitable
participation in university. PISA results are also relevant here: while performing relatively high
among OECD countries, 15 year old Canadians also exhibit one of the smallest differences when
their performance is compared by socio-economic status.
Equity in participation in post-secondary education does not appear to depend on the level of
tuition, because provinces with different levels of tuition and countries with different approaches
to tuition have similar scores on the index. Even in countries where students don’t pay tuition
(Austria and France) enrolment of youth from lower socio-economic backgrounds is much lower
(Usher, 2004c; HIS, 2001). This is a clear indication that access to higher education it is not just
a matter of financial resources.
12

10

This highlights the importance of definitions and measurement issues in this area.
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The international examples raise several issues to be considered when reviewing the Canadian
situation in more detail:
•

Canada has a large post-secondary education sector, compared to many other countries.
Does that show Canadians attach a particularly high value to post-secondary education?
Or are there other factors involved? Certainly, compared to most other countries,
especially in Europe, we lack a significant vocational option in high school, which pushes
students to post-secondary institutions for credentials recognized by the labour market.13

•

Canada’s record on providing equal opportunities for post-secondary education is
relatively high internationally.

•

However, we have started to lose ground against other countries, which is a particular
problem as the economy becomes more global, because our standard of living depends on
the knowledge and skills of the population. Globalization means those excluded from
educational opportunities run an increasing risk of being economically and socially
marginalized.

1.2 Participation in Post-secondary Education – Canadian Trends and Provincial
Comparisons
Enrolment recently reached its highest level ever in Canadian colleges and universities. College
enrolment reached 494,000 students in 1999-2000, 24 per cent higher than ten years earlier
(Statistics Canada and Council of Ministers of Education, Canada, 2003). Similarly, a record
887,000 students enrolled in Canadian universities in 2001-2002 (Statistics Canada, 2004). Both
in colleges and universities, women outnumber men: 55 per cent of students in colleges and 57
per cent in universities are women (making up 58 per cent of undergraduate programs and 51 per
cent of graduate programs).
Those numbers show truly increased participation, because the population in those age groups
didn’t grow much during the time. The Labour Force Survey reported in Education Indicators in
Canada 2003 that between 1991 and 2001, university participation rates increased two to five
percentage points for people between 20 and 24, reaching a high of 26 per cent for 20 and 21year-olds. Similar increases occurred in college, trade and vocational schools, where
participation rates reached a high of 27 per cent for 19-year-olds (four percentage points higher
than in 1991). Participation rates in college were also higher by four to six percentage points in
2001 for those aged 20 to 23, although declining from the peak reached at 19.
In The Price of Knowledge, the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation found the same
upward trend in participation in all provinces for both colleges and universities (Junor and Usher,
2002).14 However, levels of participation differ widely across the country. Nationally, the full-time
13

14

In this respect, the various provincial/territorial education systems look much alike: not one offers vocational
education with credentials recognized by the labour market at the high-school level as a significant option to the
same extent as in some European countries. Quebec has the largest secondary vocational education program
which enrols 17 per cent of students under 20 years of age (2001-02).
In this study, the authors present the participation rate as the ratio of the 18 to 21 year-olds who attend
university or college, based on administrative reporting. An age adjustment is made to take into account that
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university participation rate was just over 17 per cent for people aged 18 to 21 in 1998-99. But
provincial participation rates ranged from a high of 34 per cent in Nova Scotia to 12 per cent in
Quebec and British Columbia.
The high rate in the Atlantic Provinces is probably because their less-developed college systems
make university largely the only post-secondary option. The different secondary school setups in
Ontario and Quebec (including the CEGEP system) required some adjustments to the statistics,15
which then showed full-time university participation rates higher than the national average in
Ontario and lower in Quebec. In the west, Manitoba and Saskatchewan have higher participation
rates than Alberta and British Columbia. In recent years, Alberta and British Columbia have
concentrated investment efforts into colleges that bring post-secondary education closer to the
dispersed population, while developing university transfer courses offered in the colleges.

15

12

Ontario students had to complete 13 years of primary and secondary education before entering post-secondary
education, until 2003. They also focus primarily on full-time participation.
In Quebec, high school finishes one year earlier than in the rest of Canada and students spend, in general, two
years in the Collège d’enseignement général et professionnel (CEGEP) before enrolling in university. In
Ontario, university-bound high-school students used to spend a year longer in high school than in most
provinces. This additional year was abolished in 2003.
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2.

Family Income and Access to Post-secondary Education:
Relationships and Trends

Several empirical studies (all referred to in Table 1) address whether there is a relationship
between family income and access to – and persisting until completion of – post-secondary
education, as well as the size of the participation gap among families with different incomes and
whether that’s changing over time. There are also studies on whether there’s a difference
between men and women in access to higher education in relation to family financial resources.
2.1 Measuring Differences in Post-secondary Education Participation by Family
Income
All the studies reviewed showed broad agreement on the size of the participation gap among
young people from different family-income backgrounds: young people (aged 18 to 21 or 18 to
24, depending on the study) from high-income families are two to three times more likely to go
to university than young people from low-income families. The proportion of those going to
college is more even across family-income levels.
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Table 1 – The Post-secondary Education Participation Gap Between Low- and Highincome Families

Study

Database
Used

Christofides,
Cirello, Hoy
(2001)

Survey of
Consumer
Finances

Statistics
Canada
(2002)

Survey of
Labour and
Income
Dynamics

Knighton,
Mirza (2002)

Corak, Lipps,
Zhao (2003)

Rivard,
Raymond
(2004)

Drolet (2005)

Frenette
(2005)

SLID

SCF

Youth in
Transition
Survey (+
2001
Census)

SLID

SLID

Reference
Year(s)

Age
Group

Participation
Rate for Low
Income

Participation
Rate for High
Income

Level of
PSE

Definitional
Notes

1993

18-24

44%

71%

All PSE

Top and bottom
income quintiles

56.1%

69.7%

All PSE

18.8%

38.7%

University

28.8%

28.3%

College

17%

39%

University

30%

31%

College

19%

38%

University

22%

23%

College

29%

44%

University

1993-98 (first
panel)

1993-98 (first
panel)

1997

18-21

18-21

18-24

1997, 1998,
1999

2001

High school
graduates of
June 97, 98
& 99 (excl.
Ont. & Que.)

18-24

1996-2001
(second
panel)

14-16 on
Dec. 31,
1996 (15-17
in Ont. &
Que.)

Top and bottom
after-tax income
quartiles

Top and bottom
after-tax income
quartiles

Low
income<$25K
High income
>$100K

Top and bottom
income quintiles
11%

12%

College

48.9%

77.4%

All PSE

19.5%

45.6%

University

29.4%

31.8%

College

56.3%

77.4%

All PSE

24.0%

46.3%

University

32.2%

31.1%

College

Before-tax
income
Low<$25K
High>$100K

Top and bottom
quartiles - Pretax household
income in 1996
(some
adjustments
made)

All studies that have separately addressed the issue of participation in college have found that
participation is much more evenly distributed across the distribution of family income. But
shedding a different light on this issue leads to an important nuance. Young people who go to
university, of course, cannot at the same time go to college. But when we look at those who
didn’t go to university, we find far more well-off young people choose college than do their lowincome peers. In all, using figures from Drolet (2005), 58.5 per cent of people from families with
incomes over $100,000 who did not go to university went to college, but only 36.5 per cent of
those from families making less than $25,000 who didn’t go to university went to college, a gap
almost as large as that for university participation (22 percentage points vs. 26), and likely to be
14
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statistically significant.16 This perspective makes it clear that low-income students’ college
participation does not compensate for the steeper gradient of university participation by family
income.
Table 2 - Participation in College from Two Different Perspectives
(Using 2001
Less than
$25,000 $50,001 $75,000 Figures from
Overall
$25,000
$50,000
$75,000
$100,000
Drolet’s Paper)
University
30.0
19.5
23.3
25.0
38.2
College
35.4
29.4
36.5
38.2
38.1
College (among
50.6
36.5
47.6
50.9
61.7
those who didn’t go
to university)*
* Here, simply calculated as: (participation in college)/(100 – (participation in university)).

Over
$100,000
45.6
31.8
58.5

Women enrol in post-secondary education (especially in universities) in higher numbers than do
men, and three of the studies in Table 1 looked at whether there was a relationship between
gender, family finances and likelihood of getting a post-secondary education. Two studies
(Corak, Lipps Zhao, 2003; Drolet, 2005) which run separate models for men and women find
that women’s participation in university is slightly more sensitive to their family’s low-income
than is the case with men. However, in both cases, the difference appears to be diminishing, and
is, therefore, not completely inconsistent with the other study (Frenette, 2005), which included a
gender variable within its model; Frenette found the participation gap in university between men
and women is not affected when the distribution of family income is taken into account.
2.2 Trends in Post-secondary Education Participation in Relation to Family
Income
All the studies we looked at showed that the rate of participation in post-secondary education has
increased over time for people from all income groups, however defined. However, probably
because the samples of young people derived from large-scale full population surveys are
relatively small, trends can be more difficult to detect and the estimates lack precision. So it’s
debatable whether the gap between upper and lower-income families has narrowed.
Christofides, Cirello and Hoy (2001) used the Survey of Consumer Finances to conclude the gap in
post-secondary participation narrowed between 1975 and 1993. They measured this by using a
ratio of the participation rate of those from families with incomes in the top 20 per cent of society
over those from families whose income was in the lowest 20 per cent. However, using the same
data, but looking at the percentage point difference does not produce the same result. The gap
between the same upper and lower quintiles decreased from 35 percentage points in 1975 to 27 in
1993, but all of the decrease occurred between 1975 and 1977, after which it moved marginally up
and down until 1993, which is hardly convergence.
Corak, Lipps and Zhao (2003) also used the Survey of Consumer Finances and found the gap in
participation in university narrowed until 1992, because, while the participation rate among
16

Frenette (2005) also shows the same relationship between family income and participation in college among the
young population who did not go to university.
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families earning $100,000 or more moved up and down only a little (between 39 and 44 per
cent), the participation rate for families with incomes of $25,000 or less increased steadily from
8 per cent to 19 per cent between 1979 and 1992. After that, it remained largely flat until 1997,
the last year in their analysis, and the authors conclude there is no evidence of increasing
correlation between family income and university participation in the mid-1990s, despite
sizeable increases in tuition fees in most provinces at that time.
Drolet (2005) graphed data from the two panels of the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics
(1993-1998 and 1996-2001)17 to show university participation declines among those whose
family incomes are above $100,000, while it remains around 20 per cent for those whose parents
earn less than $25,000. However, the confidence interval is large enough that the decline in
upper-income participation rates may not be a real trend.18 She concludes that “there is little
evidence to support the notion that the […] university participation gap between the highest and
lowest family income group has changed in any meaningful way over the period.”
However, while evidence on whether the gap in university participation has narrowed is unclear,
it is clear no one has put forward any empirical evidence of a widening gap, a phenomenon some
predicted would result from sizeable increases in the cost of post-secondary education. All the
studies in Table 1 implicitly took rising costs into account. They also implicitly allowed for
policy changes that might have affected the gap, such as increased limits in the Canada Student
Loans Program and the creation of the Canadian Millennium Scholarship Foundation, which has
eased the cost of education for many students. Corak, Lipps and Zhao (2003) argue that these
changes have likely helped students face the rising costs of post-secondary education, preventing
drops in participation among those who need financial assistance the most.
2.3 Persistence to Completion and Family Income
Ensuring equal access to post-secondary education is important, but most of the benefits come
after graduation. “Efforts to equalize opportunity for disadvantaged students cannot stop with
enrolment. To capture the full benefits of attending college,19 students must stay in school and
earn a degree.” (Choy, 2002) Both individuals and society miss out on benefits and lose their
investment when students drop out. A recent Canadian study by Ferrer and Riddell (2002) found
a certificate or diploma has two roles: it helps employers distinguish among job candidates and it
opens the door to further education, since graduation from one level is often a prerequisite for
moving on. Completing a program with success provides a credential with a market value
reflected in higher earnings than for those who quit post-secondary programs before obtaining
the diploma.

17

18

19

16

Strictly speaking, one may have an issue with the use of panel data to produce cross-sectional estimates, as the
samples are actually the same, so obviously not independent, over several years. Drolet (2005) adopts the
appropriate measures in her calculation variances and covariances to take this into account.
The confidence interval results from the application of the standard error to the point estimates. The standard
error represents the variation in the point estimates due to sampling variability. Considering the size of the
sample of the youth population in a general household survey like SLID, it takes changes over time or
differences between two sub-groups in the order of 10 to 15 percentage points to make them statistically
significant. Changes of such magnitude are not very likely to occur within short periods.
As this author writes about the American situation, the term “college” should be understood as equivalent to
university in the Canadian context.
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There has been very little Canadian research on retention and attrition of students. Grayson
(2003) said the few studies that touch on financial considerations as a reason for leaving a
program show only a weak relationship between finances and attrition. The first results of the
Post-Secondary Education Participation Survey (Barr-Telford, Cartwright, Prasil and Shimmons,
2003) showed monetary considerations (such as financial situation, being unable to get a loan,
and wanting or needing to work) are not the foremost reason for dropping out of a program. Of
the 250,000 18 to 24 year-olds who entered post-secondary for the first time in September 2000,
about 16 per cent left prior to completion. Slightly more than a quarter of them cited financial
reasons for dropping out, while half of them referred to a lack of fit with either their programs or
with post-secondary education in general.
Similar results were obtained in the analysis of the first re-interviews, in 2002, of the young
people, aged 18 to 20 years at the end of 1999, for the Youth in Transition Survey (Lambert,
Zeman, Allen, Bussière, 2004). About 15 per cent of youth who had started post-secondary
education had left without completing a program. It turns out that these young people look more
like those who did not go on to post-secondary studies than they resemble the persistent students.
They are more likely to be male, to be married, to come from families with lower levels of
education, to be less engaged in high school, and to have lower high-school marks. Although
they anticipated facing barriers to further education beyond high school, they did take up the
opportunity. But they left their program most often dissatisfied with their academic “fit” at
college or university. Only one in ten post-secondary leavers cited financial considerations as the
main reason for leaving. Persistence and completion of a program is about more than dollars.
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3.

Other Financial Considerations in the Relationship

So far, we’ve discussed the relationship between family income and post-secondary education,
but we also looked at studies exploring various aspects of the costs of getting post-secondary
education and their impact on participation.
3.1

The Cost of Post-secondary Education

Cost is one of many factors that affect a decision to enrol in post-secondary education – usually,
the issue is whether the anticipated benefits are worth the price. But do Canadians have a correct
perception of the cost of post-secondary education? And does the perception of the cost vary
with income level? Usher (2003) using a national poll, found Canadians overestimate the cost of
undergraduate university tuition, but underestimate the average income of graduates compared to
people with only high-school diplomas. We value university education highly but considerably
underestimate the return on the obtaining a university degree, so price-sensitive families may not
feel pursuing university is worthwhile. Also, low-income families have a much less realistic
view of cost and income than people who can afford high tuition fees. This distorted view may
prevent low-income families from considering university for their children, and lead them to shut
off motivation to perform well academically.
Young people who choose to pursue a post-secondary education face an opportunity cost – they
forgo the earnings they could have had if they weren’t in school. That cost is not stable over
time; real wages and employment opportunities change and young people are particularly
vulnerable to economic downturns. When young people have less trouble getting work,
enrolment falls; when tuition is relatively less expensive, it increases. But if wages for young
people are relatively low, pressure on universities grows (O’Heron, 1997). It seems likely that
low-income families would prefer earnings in the short-term, rather than what may appear
elusive gains with high immediate costs, but more behavioural analysis would be needed to back
such a hypothesis.
Tuition fees increased dramatically in the 1990s after remaining flat (or even decreasing in real
terms) for a long period. Several studies have tried to assess the impact of higher fees on
university and college enrolment, in terms of both overall numbers and the socio-economic
composition of the student pool. All those studies found tuition increases have not prevented
enrolment numbers and rates from continuing to grow; apparently people understand that postsecondary education is a good financial investment with substantial private returns (Rounce,
2004). Relaxed borrowing limits on government student loans in the mid-1990s (Corak, Lipps,
Zhao, 2003) and the availability of new funding support mechanisms such as the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation20 probably also helped. However, researchers suspect that
tuition increases may have significantly changed the composition of the student body by making
higher education more difficult for price-sensitive people.

20

The Canadian Millennium Scholarship Foundation took initially as its main objective to limit student
indebtedness and delivered grant programs starting with second-year students. In that sense, it was not directly
alleviating cost issues associated with the decision to enter post-secondary education.
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The few recent studies that explicitly address tuition variations in an attempt to estimate their
effect on post-secondary access by level of family income tend to find a limited, but significant,
detrimental effect on low-income young people (Coelli 2004, Neill 2004, Johnson and Rahman
2004, Kwong et al. 2002). Only Rivard and Raymond (2004) found no significant negative
effect.21
Tuition hasn’t increased equally in all programs, and professional programs such as law,
medicine and dentistry have generally had the steepest increases. Some fear this could mean
widespread shortages of professionals in the future. The little research evidence we have
suggests that such greater cost differentiation between programs may influence whether lowerincome students pursue professional qualifications. In Ontario, medical schools’ tuition fees
doubled between 1997 and 2000, while remaining relatively stable in other provinces. Kwong et
al (2002) show a decline of the proportion of Ontario medical students who reported low family
income during this period; however, their numbers also went down in provinces that didn’t raise
medical school fees.
3.2

Resources to Cover the Cost of Studying and their Relationship to Family
Income

Students draw on a variety of resources, in various combinations, to cover the expenses they
face. There are two types of resources: non-repayable and repayable. Family income level (and
willingness to support the student) obviously affects how people combine different sources of
funds.

Generally non-repayable sources

Repayable sources

 parents’ income and savings
 parents’ non-financial contribution
(room and board, meals)
 students’ own savings
 students’ work
 grants, bursaries, awards,
scholarships
 loans – governments, banks,
private

The sources of funding are also inter-related; for example, government student-loan programs
are linked to an expected contribution from parents. So what is the relative impact of such
conditions on low, medium and high-income families or families with more than one child?
Clearly, most students draw on several sources. Hemingway and McMullen (2004), reviewing
the few existing studies on post-secondary financing, report that about half of students give
“family support” as a funding source;22 the same proportion report drawing on student loans; as
well, 45 per cent report part-time jobs, 40 per cent savings and 30 per cent scholarships and
21

22

20

Rivard and Raymond (2004) bring in tuition at the provincial level but they exclude Quebec and Ontario from
their analysis because of the specificities of the education systems in these two provinces with respect to the
transition from high school to post-secondary education (age and institutional differences). They do
acknowledge that doing this may affect the range of tuition variations recorded in their data.
These are all averages across the several studies reviewed.
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bursaries. Using the Youth in Transition Survey, Lavallée, Pereboom and Grignon (2002) show
that students are more likely to rely on parental support as their parents’ level of education
increases (a proxy for socio-economic status); parents of loan recipients are more likely to have
lower levels of education. Young Canadians from low-income families are more likely to rely on
non-family resources to support their post-secondary education.
A few studies23 have looked at how progressive the various student aid programs are – that is, to
what extent they’re designed to assist most those with the greatest need. To do so, the financial
aid system must be based on a thoughtful need-assessment process, but Usher (2004b) argues the
system may be skewed in favour of the current student body – which, of course, is dominated by
students from better-off families. Some of the problems he identified in the means tests applied
for student loans:
•

Students’ own income and resources are considered, which penalizes those who work.
Although there isn’t a correlation between earnings while studying and family income,
those from low-income families are likely losing more;

•

Students from higher-income families are more likely to choose university (which costs
more) over college and, possibly, more expensive programs at university. This means
students from high-income families may wind up being counted as high need;
Students from well-off families are more likely to move away to study, which gives them
a higher cost of living and that, too, can cause them to be ranked as high need;

•
•

The criteria for judging whether a student is dependent or independent24 have the effect of
increasing the benefit of being independent for those from higher income families, since
independence makes the expected parental contribution vanish.

These factors result in a system of loans that is biased towards students from higher income
families and are only moderately progressive – students from families with above-median
incomes account for 42 per cent of loan expenditures. The distribution of grants is more
progressive among dependent students because of the parental contribution rule, but a bigger
proportion of grants are given to independent students, who tend to be from better-off families,
so the system is only lightly progressive.25 Usher concludes that “the Canadian post-secondary
policy community as a whole paid insufficient attention to the basic mechanics of need
assessment and as a result poured money into programs that delivered money to the wrong
clients.” (Usher, 2004b).
Another study (Finnie, Schwartz and Lascelles, 2003) reinforces Usher’s conclusions. It found
that changes in government spending on student financial aid mean a smaller proportion is based
23
24

25

For example Usher (2004a and 2004b) and Finnie, Schwartz and Lascelles (2003).
Only for students considered as dependent are parents expected to contribute some financial support in line with
their income. “The definition of independence is inconsistent across Canadian student assistance programs, but
the most commonly used definition is that independence occurs if a student: is married; or has children; or has
spent two years in the labour market without attending post-secondary education; or left or graduated from
secondary school more than four years prior to the start of the academic year in which the student is making a
request for student assistance.” (Usher, 2004b).
As for grants, several provincial governments have dramatically reduced their program in favour of the loan
approach, generally less costly.
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on student need. Need-based loans and grants potentially support low and middle-income
families with immediate financial assistance, but other support mechanisms such as debt
remission, reduced debt repayments and student-loan interest tax credits benefit those who can
manage accumulated debt over a long term. Other tax credits, which now form about 37 per cent
of government spending on student financial aid, provide no assistance in the absence of a tax
liability, which is usually the case for low-income students or families.
In a 2004 paper Mackenzie looks at the equity of various ways of paying for post-secondary
education. He disagrees that, in a rising tuition fee environment, equity can be achieved by
providing targeted aid to students, because a number of university graduates would actually earn
less than the average earnings of high-school graduates. Basing tuition fees on average returns
hurts those lower-income graduates, who will have additional difficulties paying back a loan.
Using tax data, he also shows that the benefits of subsidizing university costs through general
government revenues are distributed evenly across income groups, so government-subsidized
university tuition is not a subsidy of higher-income taxpayers by lower-income taxpayers, as
some have claimed.
3.3 Sources of Funding and Persisting in School
Clearly, the different ways of funding post-secondary education can affect whether a student
stays on in school until graduation. The financial effort of paying for higher education differs
depending on whether you’re building up a debt or using savings or family income – and the
perception of financial barriers depends on the expected sources of funding (Tomkowicz,
Shipley and Ouellette, 2003). Most students who borrow money for school perceive financial
barriers to getting an education, and as their accumulated debt increases, their sense of barriers
becomes greater. Because low-income students are more likely to borrow, it’s likely they are
particularly concerned by debt, but we couldn’t find research proving a link between growing
debt concerns and family income.
Many students find other ways of funding post-secondary education, but they can have a
considerable impact on their lives. A study by Hemingway and McMullen (2004) found evidence
of several adverse effects on students:
•

They reduce their class loads to earn money through part-time employment, increasing
the time it takes to graduate;

•

They interrupt their studies or drop out of post-secondary education;

•

Rural and low-income students sometimes opt for shorter programs in colleges and
technical schools, because of lower cost.

Students who fund their studies by borrowing heavily face big debt payments once they start
working; that means that students from low-income families who manage to overcome the odds
against getting a post-secondary education will once again find themselves pressed for money,
possibly for many years after graduation.

22
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4.

Post-secondary Education and the Overall Impact of Life in a
Low-income Family

The challenges that young people from low-income families face in accessing university or
college are not just financial. Low-income families have a host of characteristics that may
hamper access to higher education in several ways. Often, there is limited nurturing of learning
at home, which can affect a high-school student’s desire to pursue post-secondary education and
discourage them from getting good marks in high school. In a review of the 1991 and 1995
School Leavers Survey and Follow-up Survey, Foley (2001) found the main reasons young
people gave for not pursuing post-secondary education included “wanting to take some time off
from studying,” “couldn’t decide what to do,” and having “no interest in pursuing further
education,” all of which suggest a lack of connection with the values behind post-secondary
school. However, the more recent Youth in Transition Survey shows financial factors have come
to the forefront of reasons not to attend university or college, especially among those who are
qualified but don’t go, or drop out soon after starting (Bowlby and McMullen, 2002).
4.1 Parental Education
The consensus among researchers is that parents’ education is a stronger influence on whether
their children pursue higher education than family income is. Parents with post-secondary
education – even those who don’t have high incomes – are significantly more likely to see their
children go to college or university. Although education and income tend to vary in the same
direction – higher education tends to be rewarded by higher income, and vice versa – they do not
correlate perfectly. Some researchers have attempted to identify the effect of one net of the other,
when they were able to bring both family income and parents’ education into their model. Others
have used parents’ education as a proxy for family socio-economic status, when the family
income was lacking in the database.26
Three studies that used the 1991 and 1995 School Leavers Survey and Follow-up Survey, but
different methods, came up with results supporting the important influence of parents’ education
on children’s choices. Butlin (1999) found that high-school graduates with at least one parent
who was university-educated were 3.5 times more likely to attend university than students whose
parents had only high-school education. They were also three times more likely to choose
university over college, showing how important an influence university-educated parents are in
deciding university participation, when other predictors are controlled for. Finnie and Laporte
(2003) found that, in two-parent families, mothers’ education had more influence on girls’ postsecondary participation, generally, and university, in particular, but a more recent survey27
showed the influence of fathers’ education rising between 1990 and 2000. They interpreted that
as an indication of the growing importance of family financial resources, which are often more
strongly related to the father’s education than to the mother’s. Finnie, Lascelles and Sweetman
(2004) went a step further and found that parents’ education strongly influences factors such as

26

27

This is often the case in surveys of young people where estimates of parents’ income cannot be reported
reliably.
The Youth in Transition Survey.
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marks, attitude toward education beyond high school and propensity to hold a job while in high
school, all significant determinants of post-secondary participation.
Whether the influence of university-educated parents overcomes the barriers presented by
coming from a low-income family has been researched in several studies. Among the first to do
this were Knighton and Mirza (2002).They found the effect of family income diminishes fairly
substantially once parents’ education is considered. Young people whose parents have postsecondary education are significantly more likely to attend post-secondary institutions than those
from less-educated families. Moreover, at any given level of family income, a significantly
greater percentage of students with university-educated parents would choose going to university
over college. Rivard and Raymond (2004) find family income has no significant effect once both
parents’ education is accounted for.28 Drolet (2005) found both parental income and education
matter individually, but having at least one parent with a university education encourages postsecondary participation relatively more than having wealthy parents. Both Knighton and Mirza
(2002) and Drolet (2005) have also found that participation rates in university are close for
children of parents with the same education, but different levels of income, while significantly
different when parents had similar income but different levels of education. This is perhaps a
sign that, recognizing the key importance of post-secondary education, especially university,
university-educated parents are more willing to make financial trade-offs in favour of supporting
their children’s enrolment in university.
Comparing the Canadian situation with that in the United States, Frenette (2005) found the effect
of parents with university degrees on a student’s decision to attend university was high and
similar in magnitude in both countries.
4.2 Parents’ Expectations
Most Canadian parents want their children to go university. Only seven per cent of parents wish
for no more than a high-school education for their children.29 According to the Survey of
Approaches to Educational Planning (Statistics Canada, 2001a; Shipley, Ouellette and
Cartwright, 2003) almost 10 times as many parents (67 per cent) of children under 18 had
educational aspirations for their children that included a university degree. Another 15 per cent
of parents want CEGEP or college completion, two per cent a trade certificate and nine per cent
stated either private, other or an unknown level of post-secondary school as their educational
aspiration for their child.
The proportion of children expected by their parents to pursue post-secondary education varies
by income – 80 per cent of parents whose income is below $30,000 want higher education for
their children, but that number reaches 95 per cent in families with incomes of $80,000 or more
(Statistics Canada, 2001a). The gap widens when parents’ education is considered: 70 per cent of
children whose parents haven’t completed high school nevertheless have parents hoping for their
children to get post-secondary education, but parents of almost all children (97 per cent) from
28
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As this is the only study that finds such a disappearance of the income effect, and considering the possible
implications of methodological choices (exclusion of Ontario and Quebec and the need to impute family income
from Census data on the basis of reported province and parents’ occupation), this result is to be treated with a
caution even stated by the authors themselves.
98 percent aged 0 to 18 years are expected by their parents to complete at least high school.
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families where one parent at least has a university graduate degree hope their children will do the
same.
In all cases, parental expectations tend to dwindle once children reach school. Almost 74 per cent
of preschool children (aged 0 to 5) had parents who hoped they would complete university, but
that drops to 68 per cent for children in elementary school and to 61 per cent for those of
secondary-school age (Shipley, Ouellette and Cartwright, 2003). However, this drop in hope for
university attendance is partly compensated for by increasing hopes of college or trade school
attendance. Few lower-income families (less than 20 per cent of households with income of less
than $30,000) back this hope by saving for school, while almost two-thirds in the top quintile of
household income do, which obviously plays a role when it comes time to decide whether – and
how much – to pay for post-secondary education.
Young people do respond to parental expectations. “Young Canadians who felt that their parents
expected them to go on to post-secondary were much more likely to have done so than those who
felt that their parents did not expect them to go on (67 per cent compared with 34 per cent).”
(Barr-Telford, Cartwright, Prasil and Shimmons, 2003)
4.3 Family Type
Many studies have looked at whether children living in single-parent families find it more
difficult to participate in post-secondary education. The surveys these studies are based on only
capture the income of the parent students live with, while they may actually have larger family
financial resources available to them if non-custodial parents contribute to their educations. The
research shows that once other factors, such as family income and parental education are taken
into consideration, coming from a single-parent family is not a barrier to getting a postsecondary education. For example, Finnie and Laporte (2003) found that individuals from
university-educated lone-mother families have the same university participation rates as those
from university-educated two-parent families.
4.4 Young People’s School Experience, Performance, Motivation and
Aspirations
High school marks are at the top of the list of entrance requirements, the most important filter for
institutions choosing who will be allowed through the door. Research shows that marks and,
indeed, the entire high-school experience, are related to a host of characteristics in the family
environment (and are often studied together with socio-economic status). These characteristics,
good and bad, are mitigated to a greater or lesser degree by the school environment (see Human
Resources and Skills Development Canada, Council of Ministers of Education, Canada and
Statistics Canada, 2004). That means the groundwork for getting marks good enough to enter a
post-secondary school is laid early, even during the pre-school years. To the extent that school
performance, motivation to perform and aspirations for further studies build on each other, there
can be early signs a child won’t do well in school.
Butlin (1999) states clearly that high-school grades – especially not having difficulty with math
and English or French – and not failing a grade in elementary school, are strong predictors of
whether a child will attend university, when parental education and other variables are taken into
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account. Bushnik, Barr-Telford and Bussière (2004) used the Youth in Transition Survey to
confirm that experience and performance in high school strongly influence whether 15-to-17year-olds will drop out. They also find that coming from a family with fewer financial and
cultural resources affects whether students stay in school. Willms and Flanagan (2003) show the
importance of mathematics skills and literacy (above a certain threshold) in raising the likelihood
of participation in post-secondary education. The importance of math skills was also pointed out
in American research by Choy (2002) who said taking challenging mathematics courses
mitigates the effect of parents’ low educations on university enrolment. The same study
emphasizes the role of high-school experience in persistence in university. Behaviours in high
school associated with later persistence in university can include enrolling in a rigorous highschool program, studying hard, and limiting the number of hours worked at side jobs.
School-performance evaluations have long shown that girls do better than boys in reading and
text comprehension. This can lead to all kinds of speculation about why females are more likely
to enrol in post-secondary education. Bushnik, Barr-Telford and Bussière (2004) identify
significant differences between male and female students, beyond academic performance, that
could lead to differences in post-secondary access. Even among dropouts, females have higher
educational aspirations, less problem behaviour and were more engaged in school than were
males. Willms and Flanagan (2003) looked at literacy skills, educational choices, aspirations and
attitudes towards school, and found “disaffection from school was considerably greater among
boys than girls, reflected in higher enrolment rates among girls than among boys in postsecondary education.” Another argument to explain the gender gap is that, in the past, men who
left high school with or without the diploma could get well-paid blue-collar jobs, whereas pay for
female-dominated jobs at relatively comparable skill levels was very low. The labour market has
changed, but some of the attitudes formed by this experience may linger.
Gender may be an important factor in academic success, but socio-economic status makes less
difference to student performance in Canadian high schools than in most other OECD countries
(OECD, 2004c) and it apparently also has less impact in university. From the evidence provided
in Figure 6 of this report, it seems the socio-economic gradient of participating in higher
education is relatively moderate in Canada in comparison with other OECD countries, which
suggests post-secondary education doesn’t worsen inequities observed in high-school
performance.
Frenette (2005) also found evidence of a steeper socio-economic gradient in the United States
than Canada when relating participation in university to household income: fewer young people
from low-income families move on to university in the U.S., but a larger proportion from higherincome families do. More young Canadians than young people from the U.S. go to college. But
the main point to highlight here comes from Frenette’s ability to identify a separate effect of
academic performance on participation in university, with the U.S. data.30 The inclusion of
grades and test scores in his model does in fact decrease the remaining advantage of students in
the top quartile of household income over those in the lowest quartile. This is a direct reflection
of the greater likelihood of students from high-income families performing well in school than
those from lower income families. But Frenette finds that, even after taking academic
30
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This will only be possible to do in Canada when the Youth in Transition Survey matures enough to relate
cademic performance measured at age 15 and pathways followed after high school. The SLID used for
Canadian data by Frenette (2005) does not report any measure of academic performance.
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performance in the United States into explicit consideration, while not doing so in Canada, the
socio-economic gradient in terms of participation in post-secondary education remains steeper in
the United States than in Canada. This confirms the relatively more equitable distribution of
post-secondary education opportunities in Canada.
It seems logical that what students want to do with their lives ought to influence whether they
pursue post-secondary education and the choice of a path. In a detailed analysis of the Youth in
Transition Survey and the academic performance measured in PISA, Looker and Thiessen
(2004) examine the educational aspirations of 15-year-olds. They report a generally high level of
aspirations among young Canadians with more than nine in ten saying they want to go beyond
high school, with university being the pathway of preferred choice. They identify various aspects
of academic performance (e.g., marks, reading skills, taking advanced or enriched classes) as the
main determinants of youth’s educational aspirations. No doubt, in turn, higher aspirations
improve academic performance. Looker and Thiessen also point to the role parents play in the
educational aspirations of young people, recognizing that aspirations are constrained by the
socio-economic position of the parents as well as by a variety of family resources, often not
independent of social status, such as cultural capital, cultural communication and educational
resources at home.
Research in other countries also suggests there may be a reason different socio-economic
backgrounds affect how young people frame their aspirations. A French study (Galland and
Rouault, 1996) finds students from disadvantaged families don’t get the same return from postsecondary participation as individuals from better-off families, holding a similar credential.
Leaving university with the same degree does not guarantee they will find as good a job as
wealthier students. This could be a significant disincentive for low-income students to undertake
a post-secondary course, because they would bear a higher net burden for financing their
education than middle- to high-income students, but would likely find a less-rewarding job after
graduation. Such a relationship has not been studied in Canada, but this might not be as true in
this country where children are more likely to rise above the socio-economic status of their
parents than in many other countries (Corak, 2004).
An American study (Betts, 1996), based on a small-scale survey found evidence of the same sort:
“Students whose parents’ income was less than $50,000 tended to make significantly lower
estimates of earnings of college graduates than did students whose parents’ income exceeded
$75,000.” Betts thought this was because young people form beliefs about the returns on
education by observing workers in their neighbourhood.
4.5 Availability of Information and Counselling on Education and Occupations
Today’s high-school students live in an increasingly complex world where options for the future
are numerous and making the right choice is hard. For them, information and counselling are
crucial and yet we have very little information about how effective our efforts to provide those
services are. Only a few studies have looked at educational and career guidance offered to highschool students. One is a recent OECD review (OECD, 2002) which said school guidance
counsellors “devote an undue amount of time to responding to students’ personal problems,
leaving little time to address career issues; and that they devote an undue amount of time to the
educational guidance needs of those progressing into post-secondary education.” The study was
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based in part on a 1994 survey by the Canadian Labour Force Development Board (Conger,
Hiebert and Hong-Farrell, 1994), but discussion at a roundtable held by Canadian Policy
Research Networks in November 2004 suggested the situation is not much different today.
An Ipsos Reid study (2001) prepared for Alberta Learning in 2001 showed a clear gap between
what students believe they will gain from education and the reality. The survey showed that
high-school graduates over-estimate tuition, other mandatory fees and debt from student loans.
At the same time, only a third felt they were very aware of their options, which raises questions
about the effectiveness of the information/counselling system.
Questions about the role and quality of information on post-secondary education have been
raised elsewhere. In the United Kingdom, Barr (2003) said financial poverty and information
poverty are both causes of exclusion from higher education. And in this era of rising tuition fees,
lack of information on the benefits of post-secondary education may contribute to critical debt
aversion in students from lower-income families. Barr says accurate information must be
supplied from an early age: “The saddest impediment to access is someone who has never even
thought of going to university.”
4.6 Geographic Factors in Pursuing Higher Education
Canada is the second largest country in the world, so it makes sense that geography is one of the
factors that affects access to post-secondary education. Several aspects of the impact of
geography have been explored in recent research. Frenette (2003) shows that students who live
beyond a commuting distance (here set as an 80-kilometre radius around a school) are at a
disadvantage in accessing post-secondary education. Distance is more of an obstacle for students
who wish to go to university because colleges are more often found – through main and
decentralized campuses – closer to where potential students live. Only 3.4 per cent of students
live more than 80 kilometres from a college, but about 17 per cent live farther than that from a
university. And of course, greater family financial resources help overcome the additional costs
caused by distance, so students most likely to be disadvantaged by commuting distance are from
lower-income families. Even middle-income students are far more likely to attend college when
that is what’s nearby than students from the same income tier who live near both a university and
a college. Butlin (1999) found the same sort of relationship when comparing access to university
for rural high-school graduates compared to city dwellers.
The rapid development of multimedia technologies has allowed an extension of traditional ways
of providing distance education through correspondence or television. Web-based programs from
colleges and universities are growing rapidly, potentially providing access to people who live far
away. Since distance to institutions is a substantial cost factor in attending post-secondary
education, technology-based provision of learning opportunities has the potential to alleviate
some of the cost of participation. However, we have not found any research on the relationships
among distance education, participation in post-secondary education and family resources.
Looking at other aspects of geographic location, Coelli (2004) found average neighbourhood
education and income levels are significant determinants of whether a student goes to university.
Cartwright and Allen (2002) said community characteristics such as the average education of
adults, employment rates and the educational requirements and earning capacity of jobs in the
28
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community played an important role in students from urban schools scoring significantly higher
than students from rural schools in reading (based on the results of the 2000 Programme for
International Student Assessment). McMullen (2004) summarizes the research on this issue as
follows:
In communities where the percentage of adults with a university education is relatively
low, young people will have few role models to follow in pursuing a university
education. Perhaps more importantly, if there are relatively few jobs in their community
that require higher skills and higher levels of education, there may be no clear incentive
for them to decide to go away to attend school, especially if they have no intention of
moving away in the long-term to find employment that would require a university
education.
4.7 Supply-side Issues
A detailed look at the capacity of the post-secondary education system is beyond the scope of
this document, but it is one that is closely related to access in several respects. The Association
of Universities and Colleges of Canada said “The link between capacity and access is important,
not only for students most eminently qualified to attend university, but also for those on the
margins academically who would potentially benefit immensely from a university education.
When there is a great deal of capacity, universities can offer access to a much wider range of
students” (AUCC, 2002). We should know more about this link: how do limits on capacity drive
the cost of attending university and shape entrance requirements? At the same time we have to
ask ourselves, if the rate of entry to post-secondary institutions is enhanced, but quality is
allowed to deteriorate, has access really been improved?31
Coelli (2004) looks at the supply of post-secondary places in terms of the impact of rising
tuition. The increases, he says, may discourage some youth from attending post-secondary
education while at the same time encouraging institutions to provide more places for prospective
students. So while low-income families will have more trouble paying, the increased number of
places may raise the probability of young people from low-income families being accepted as
students.
4.8 Putting Financial Considerations in Perspective – A Summary
The research we’ve looked at in this paper shows that, if financial considerations do play a role
in determining access to post-secondary education, they are not the only determinant, nor even
the most directly important. Instead, family financial resources blend with parents’ education and
expectations, geography and institutional capacity to influence educational pathways from very
early on. The decision to get a post-secondary education does not happen suddenly at the end of
high school. It comes from accumulated thought and experience and from each year’s successes
and failures in academic work, which shape aspirations and motivation. Opportunities for higher
education can be lost very early. We concur with Carneiro and Heckman (2003) who said: “We
demonstrate the importance of both cognitive and noncognitive skills that are formed early in the
life cycle in accounting for racial, ethnic and family background gaps in schooling and other
31

A project is underway at CPRN on this issue under the title “Achieving Access and Excellence in Canada’s
Post-Secondary Institutions.”
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dimensions of socio-economic success. Most of the gaps in college attendance and delay are
determined by early family factors. Children from better families, and with high ability, earn
higher returns to schooling.” Family income is but one of these factors, and certainly not the only
one that counts.

30
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5.

Identified Research Gaps

Throughout this research review, we’ve identified issues for which we could find little or no
empirical results. None of these gaps is so critical that it raises questions about the major thrusts
of the research we reviewed, but it would certainly serve decision-makers well if some of these
issues were explored further. Hemingway and McMullen (2004) offered a list of
recommendations for further research, classified around three themes, all pertinent to this work:
•

student and parent post-secondary financing strategies

•

trends in family debt related to post-secondary education

•

finances and participation in post-secondary education

Some projects have already emerged from some of these recommendations.32 But we agree with
the need for further research in these areas.
We would like to recommend studies be done on some of the following issues raised in this
synthesis:
General Issues
•

How much post-secondary education does the Canadian economy and society need? Is
there an optimal size for the post-secondary education sector in an advanced economy?
How would equity concerns be best addressed to ensure greater social cohesion? What
would be an appropriate balance between the various paths through post-secondary
education, between various fields of study, to aim for?

•

To what extent does the capacity of the post-secondary education sector constrain access
for qualified students? Does it interfere with the achievement of equity goals?

Going or Not Going to Post-secondary Education – What Outcomes?
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•

Who does not go to post-secondary education? What are their activities following high
school? How do they fare in the labour market and in society?

•

Who does not persist through program completion in post-secondary? What lessons can
be drawn from the fact that the main reason given for quitting is a “lack of fit”?

•

Do students from lower socio-economic backgrounds get lower returns from postsecondary education? The National Graduates Surveys could provide appropriate data to
analyze short-term returns to post-secondary education in relation to parents’ education.
Longer-term effects should also be researched.

In particular, research led by EKOS under the title “Cost of Post-Secondary Education: The 2003-2004 Student
and Parent Financial Survey” is gathering information on post-secondary expenses encountered by students and
their families and the resources they draw on to cover them.
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•

Does everyone with high marks in high school attend post-secondary institutions? How
do admission standards vary across provinces? How do they affect inter-provincial and
inter-institutional mobility of students?

•

Have pathways to, and through, the post-secondary education system diversified over the
last two or three decades? Could changing conditions of participation have motivated the
development of different strategies for some groups of students?

•

What role does private sector education and training play within the post-secondary
education landscape? What are the characteristics of the students enrolled in private
institutions? Which resources do they draw from to finance their education? How do their
education and labour market outcomes compare with those of students in publicly-funded
post-secondary institutions?

Participation in Post-secondary Education – Financial and Other Factors
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•

Do students from lower socio-economic status borrow more, and end up with higher
debt? A study by Finnie (2002) shows that this may not be the case. Ways to probe this
finding should be found, looking at whether low-income students, through choice or
constraint, attend lower-cost institutions, or choose lower-cost fields of study, for
example, as a strategy to limit their debt load.

•

Who among students engages in paid work to fund their education (as grouped by
parents’ income or socio-economic status)? How does work affect students’ ability to
complete higher education and to complete it within a reasonable time? How does it
affect the funding sources students use? Do students benefit from working, i.e., get
different skills and knowledge, to smooth their transition to work after completing their
studies?

•

What are the characteristics of participants in post-secondary education programs
delivered at a distance through multimedia technologies? How do the quality of these
programs and the learning experience compare with those delivered on campus? Does
this form of learning present a cost-effective alternative and have some potential to attract
lower-income students?

•

Must a family’s low-income status be long-term to discourage access to post-secondary
education, or can temporary moves into the bottom level of family income distribution
(perhaps while drawing on employment insurance or social assistance) have an enduring
impact on education participation?

•

What are the effects of tuition-fee increases by socio-economic background and by field
of study?

•

How can we improve the effectiveness of the student-aid system in bringing the
appropriate resources (in amount and quality) to those most in need, without causing too
great a burden of debt on them after graduation? How could we define the concepts of
“need” and “unmet needs” in a way that best ensures equity among potential postsecondary students?
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•

Has persistence through program completion become more of an issue as post-secondary
education participation rates have increased? Have changing financial conditions for
participation – both on the cost side and on the resource side – affected different groups
of students differently?

Because access to and persistence in post-secondary education are influenced by a large number
of factors, we strongly advise the promotion of co-operative and co-ordinated research within
and across multiple disciplinary fields, and that researchers pay more attention to the relative
importance of all the factors for which they have data. This will greatly assist decision-makers to
establish policies and programs to best meet identified needs.
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6.

Policy Implications

It’s clear from our work that family income does influence participation in post-secondary
education. However, it’s not an issue that arises only when a young person finishes high school
and must choose whether to go to college or university, and its impact is not independent of other
influences. Family income and other, often associated characteristics, such as parents’ education
and aspirations for their children and single parenthood have an impact very early, even before
children enter school, because they affect readiness to learn and the child’s aspirations and
performance. We may not have done well enough in creating policy to deal with such issues.
Governments focus on financial support for students attending college or university; but help in
paying won’t overcome the disadvantages that keep some young people from achieving the
marks they need to access post-secondary education in the first place. But whose goal is it to
address social inequities in the post-secondary education system? Who is accountable for
demonstrating progress on the equity agenda? We’ve concluded there are a number of policy
implications that should be highlighted, which we’ve divided into these groups:
•

Early interventions

•

Diversity of pathways

•

Information and counselling

•

Tuition policy

•

Financial aid

6.1 Early Interventions
If we want to make university and college access more equitable, we need to address inequalities
as they build up from early childhood and throughout primary and secondary school experience.
The most efficient way of offering equal opportunities to achieve potential is to intervene early,
from the time children start to build up the intellectual capacity that will ultimately allow them to
move on to post-secondary education. Innovative projects launched by the Social Research and
Demonstration Corporation in partnership with three Canadian provinces and the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation are aimed at doing that, by intervening early, as aspirations
for the future get formed.33 They were designed to address three barriers to post-secondary
education: inadequate academic preparation that makes the prospect of higher education difficult
to picture; lack of knowledge or misinformation about post-secondary study program availability
and cost; and the expectation post-secondary education will be unaffordable. It will take some
time before there are data on the effects of these interventions.
6.2 Diversity of Pathways
In North America, young people are pressured to attend college or university to get a good job.
Those who leave the education system with just a high-school diploma – or worse, without one –
33

See some documentation of these projects at http://www.srdc.org/english/projects/apse.htm (last accessed on
January 13, 2005).
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often lack the preparation needed to find a job that will offer immediate occupational status and,
more important, an interesting career path through rewarding experiences and further training.
Also, some do try to engage in post-secondary education, but soon realize they do not fit into the
institution and the type of learning. They then get limited or no alternative access to obtaining
skills relevant to the labour market. We need more vocational options that would offer a real
alternative to post-secondary education and provide a smooth and rewarding school-to-work
transition for high-school students who do not want to pursue post-secondary studies. Vocational
preparation as an alternative to post-secondary education does exist in some Canadian
jurisdictions in different forms, such as co-operative education, vocational education and preapprenticeship programs. Their extension within well-defined and recognized structures warrants
serious examination by governments, educators and labour market partners.
6.3 Information and Counselling
Young people need considerable preparation to make the right educational choices and in this
information age, there is probably no shortage of information on occupations and educational
choices. But, as we’ve seen, students need access to that information early, even before high
school and certainly once they’re closer to university age, so they don’t unwittingly close off
options for themselves. At any age, the massive amount of information available is likely to
appear daunting and confusing. Youth from low-income, less-educated families are particularly
likely to be at a disadvantage when it comes to having access to and understanding information
sources and the wide range of opportunities they may offer. There is no better place than school
to ensure that all students have access to the appropriate information and guidance services. It is
important that schools dedicate sufficient resources to this, focusing particularly on assisting
those most at risk of not getting such information at home.
Information and counselling should be extended to include discussion of the financing issues
around post-secondary studies. The system is complex and difficult to decipher. The false
perception of the returns on investment higher education offers needs to be corrected, again, with
a special focus on students from low-income families and their parents, whose views are known
to be particularly distorted. As we’ve seen, this information barrier can lead to a general
assumption higher education is out of reach, and a vicious circle of low aspirations, low
motivation and low academic performance, ensuring that post-secondary education is not an
option when the time comes.
6.4 Tuition Policy
The empirical research we’ve examined doesn’t show any significant negative impact of rising
tuition fees on participation in post-secondary education. However, as we pointed out, no one has
looked at possible differentiated impact on low-income families of tuition increases in particular
programs. Moreover, it is clear that rising tuition fees are contributing to a rising student debt
load. While designing specific policies regarding tuition is beyond the scope of this study, we
note two ideas that may warrant further consideration in this area:
•

36

Putting a limit on the share of revenues that post-secondary institutions can raise by
tuition, which would mean that governments sustain their share of funding at the
necessary level.
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•

6.5

Increasing the predictability of tuition fees with a program-stability guarantee, whereby
an institution would fix tuition fees for the duration of a given program, so students
would know total cost from the beginning. While overall cost might remain a barrier,
guarantees would mitigate the discouraging effect of their unpredictability. The
University of Toronto has already put a program like this in place (University of
Toronto, 2004).
Financial Aid

The financial-aid system is growing away from serving adequately students from low-income
families. A couple of related trends are worrisome from the perspective of promoting equitable
access to the post-secondary system in Canada:
•

Although the 2004 federal Budget included measures to assist low-income families to
support their children’s access to post-secondary education (learning bonds, changes to
the Canada Student Loan Program such as the first-year grant), the growth of government
expenditures in previous years to help people finance post-secondary education was
weighted towards tax credits. This form of assistance is highly regressive, giving a
disproportionate share of its benefits to students from families with higher incomes.

•

Needs-based student assistance is losing ground to approaches that shift the overall
distribution of financial aid further away from low-income families. Some of the criteria
used in needs assessments contribute to this shift.

The financial-aid system is becoming a confusing hodgepodge of measures that helps some
students much more than others, while leaving many young people from low-income families
facing big debts from post-secondary education. These trends are too recent to have been
empirically studied, but they have potential to discourage low-income students from pursuing
post-secondary education. Those who manage to go to college or university anyway then face
more inequity after graduation when they enter the labour market with a handicapping level of
debt. We need to examine these trends to find ways to ensure that qualified students are able to
attend post-secondary education regardless of family resources.
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Appendix: Defining the concepts and data constraints
Research on the relationship between low income, access to and persistence in post-secondary
education in Canada commonly uses the following definitions:
Post-secondary Education
Post-secondary education is offered in recognized institutions with programs and courses that
require satisfactory completion of secondary school, which usually means high-school
graduation, although in some cases students (usually older) are accepted on the basis of their
experience. Canadian research generally considers three types of institutions as post-secondary:
•

Universities (all levels, from bachelor to PhD);

•

Colleges (including community colleges, CEGEPS, institutes of applied arts and
technology, schools of nursing); and

•

Trade and vocational schools (career colleges, business or commercial schools).

Access to Post-secondary Education
In statistical terms, a student is judged to have had access to post-secondary education when he
or she enrolled, although sometimes access may be judged by whether the student was enrolled
at a particular point, or was full-time. The concept of access can be considered globally – how
many young people have enrolled in universities, colleges, and other post-secondary institutions?
Equitable access is a question of the socio-economic composition of the student body – do young
people have similar opportunities to get a post-secondary education independent of their family’s
financial resources, other things being equal?
Persistence In and Completion of Post-secondary Program
Enrolling in a post-secondary institution is just the beginning. It takes persistence to reap the full
benefits of participation in post-secondary education. Choy (2002) says there are two sides to
retention: institutional retention (the capacity of institutions to retain students until they complete
their program) and student persistence (remaining enrolled or earning a degree).
Persistence is best measured through longitudinal surveys. The Youth in Transition Survey
(YITS) and the Enhanced Student Information System (ESIS), with administrative data, have
been established to address this issue, among others. The Post-secondary Education Participation
Survey (PEPS) also aims at shedding light on the issue although not with a longitudinal
approach. Established recently, these instruments have not yet provided a complete assessment
of the persistence/completion issue. Existing research has used the concept of “participation” as
reflecting a composite concept of access and persistence.
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Family Income
A study of the relationship between family income and post-secondary education should measure
total family financial resources available to support a child’s participation in post-secondary
education. However, few surveys do. That can make it difficult to get a true picture of the socioeconomic background of many students. Between 30 and 40 per cent of students aged 20 to 24,
for example, don’t live with their parents, and are often not asked to report their parents’ income;
the figures increase to between 65 and 75 per cent among 25 to 29 year-olds (Table A1), which
makes it difficult to judge the socio-economic background of students who are independent of
their families.
As well, most surveys fail to capture the true status of students who live in lone-parent
households, because only the income of the parent they live with is asked for, even if the other
parent contributes to the cost of their education. This could inflate the number of students who
appear to be from low-income families or under-estimate the actual resources available to
students.
Finally, family incomes can fluctuate, which could also result in inaccurate readings. A measure
of income that smoothes fluctuations is called by economists the “permanent income.” None of
the studies reviewed could use such a measure. Corak, Lipps, Zhao (2003) acknowledge
explicitly the issue and consider that using annual income will lead to understate the correlation
between family income and participation in post-secondary education. They also note that it
could affect the read on the trends as the variability of income tends to increase through time.
One may also question whether the variability of income affects low-income families more than
high-income families, an empirical issue not addressed in existing research. Frenette (2005)
tested the replacement of income quartiles by wealth quartiles, likely subject to less fluctuation,
with no impact on the results; he concluded that, although income may fluctuate from year to
year, broad groupings, such as quartiles, may provide a good proxy for permanent income.
Table A1 – Percentage of Youth Living with Parents by Age Group, Gender and
Educational Situation (2002)

Percentage of all youth
living with parents
Percentage of all
students attending PSE
living with parents

15-19 year-olds
Men
Women

20-24 year-olds
Men
Women

25-29 year-olds
Men
Women

91%

89%

58%

47%

23%

15%

87%

83%

70%

62%

33%

25%

Source: Labour Force Survey, first quarter of 2002, Statistics Canada.
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