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GRADUATING STUDENT SURVEY 2000 AND SURVEY OF FIRST-YEAR UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 2001
(CANADIAN UNDERGRADUATE SURVEY CONSORTIUM)

The Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium (CUSC) is a co-operative research group
involving a collection of Canadian universities. Begun in 1994, CUSC now rotates its survey
subject each year among first-year students, graduating students, and all undergraduate students.
The Consortium’s membership varies from year to year; in 1997, there were nine Canadian
universities involved, while in 2001 the number had increased to 26. The survey is 
co-ordinated by the University of Manitoba’s Department of Housing and Student Life.

Each participating university distributes a survey package consisting of a cover letter, 
questionnaire, and postage-paid return envelope. Different institutions may use different means
to pursue follow-up contact with survey recipients in order to increase the response rate.

In 2000, each participating institution surveyed 600 graduating students receiving an under-
graduate degree in that year. Only students in a first-level Bachelor’s degree program were 
eligible for inclusion. Students in professional schools such as medicine, dentistry, and law were
excluded. If a university did not have 600 graduates, all graduating students were surveyed. The
total number of surveys distributed was 12,305, of which 6,388 were completed and returned 
(a response rate of 52%). The participating institutions in 2000 were: Bishop’s University,
Carleton University, Concordia University, Dalhousie University, Lakehead University, Lethbridge
University, McMaster University, Memorial University, Nipissing University, Ryerson Polytechnic
University, Saint Mary’s University, Simon Fraser University, Trent University, Trinity Western
University, Wilfrid Laurier University, University of British Columbia, University of Manitoba,
University of New Brunswick (Fredericton), University of New Brunswick (St. John), University
of Ottawa, University of Regina, and University of Windsor.

In 2001, each participating university surveyed 600 first-year students in a first-level
Bachelor’s degree program. Only students who entered university from high school or Cegep
were eligible — i.e., students who had no previous post-secondary experience other than the
current academic year. Independent and special students were excluded. If an institution did not
have 600 first-year students who met the criteria, all eligible first-year students were surveyed.
The total number of surveys distributed was 14,972, of which 7,093 were completed and
returned (a response rate of 47%). The participating institutions in 2001 were: Brandon
University, Carleton University, Concordia University, Dalhousie University, Lakehead University,
Lethbridge University, McMaster University, Memorial University, Nipissing University, Ontario
College of Art and Design, Queen’s University, Ryerson Polytechnic University, Saint Mary’s
University, Simon Fraser University, Trent University, Trinity Western University, Wilfrid Laurier
University, University of Alberta, University of British Columbia, University of Manitoba,
Université de Montréal, University of New Brunswick (St. John), University of Ottawa, University
of Regina, University of Saskatchewan, University of Toronto (Scarborough Campus), University
of Windsor, and University of Winnipeg.

COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENT INFORMATION SURVEY (STATISTICS CANADA)

The Community College Student Information Survey is an annual Statistics Canada survey that
collects data on enrolment and graduates of post-secondary programs at community colleges
and related institutions. The data are used by Human Resources Development Canada and the
Secretary of State to analyze the labour force supply, and also by educational associations for
studies of the education system and by individual researchers to study the participation of special
groups, such as foreign students and women.
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The types of program included in the survey are career and university transfer/university-
level programs at community colleges, Cegeps, technical institutes, and university colleges.

Career programs consist of certificate and diploma programs offered at community colleges
and similar institutions. Completion of secondary school or the equivalent is the normal pre-
requisite for entry into the program. The length of the program can range from one to several
years, with one-year programs leading to a certificate and longer ones to a diploma.

University transfer programs at community colleges and university colleges provide a
student with a standing equivalent to the first or second year of a university degree program;
the student can then apply for admission to subsequent senior years at a degree-granting insti-
tution. The “général” program at Quebec institutions, the completion of which is a prerequisite
for entry into universities, is included in this classification. 

STUDENT INCOME AND EXPENDITURE SURVEY (EKOS RESEARCH ASSOCIATES AND THE CANADA

MILLENNIUM SCHOLARSHIP FOUNDATION) 

EKOS Research Associates and the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation conducted a
monthly national study of the finances of post-secondary students from September 2001 until
May 2002. The study was designed to capture the expenses and income of students on a
monthly basis, in order to profile the financial circumstances of Canadian post-secondary
students and the adequacy of available funding. The Web-based Students Financial Survey
provided accurate, quantifiable results for the first time on such issues as the incidence and level
of assistance, the level of debt from outstanding bank loans, personal lines of credit, and credit
cards. The study also yielded up-to-date information on student assets (such as automobiles,
computers, and electronics), student earnings, time usage, and types of expenses incurred.

The survey featured a panel of 1,524 post-secondary students from across the country, who
participated in a very brief monthly survey, either via Internet or telephone. Students were
required to complete a longer baseline wave of the survey in order to participate in the study.
The baseline survey asked a number of questions concerning summer income and existing debt,
including credit card debt. 

GENERAL SOCIAL SURVEY (STATISTICS CANADA)

The General Social Survey (GSS) was conducted by Statistics Canada with two main objectives:
1) to gather data on social trends in order to monitor changes in the living conditions and 
well-being of Canadians over time, and 2) to provide immediate information on specific social
policy issues of current or emerging interest.

The GSS, established in 1985, conducts telephone surveys from a sample selected from all
ten provinces. Approximately 10,000 surveys are completed in each survey cycle. Each survey
cycle lasts one year, and then a new one is begun. Each survey contains a core topic or
exploratory questions and a standard set of socio-demographic questions used for classification
purposes. The 1986 and 1994 GSS surveys asked questions related to post-secondary education,
and the results are included in this volume. The GSS is recognized for its regular collection of
cross-sectional data that enable trend analysis and its capacity to test and develop new concepts
that address emerging issues. 

LABOUR FORCE SURVEY (STATISTICS CANADA)

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

NATIONAL GRADUATE SURVEY 1986, 1990, AND 1995 (STATISTICS CANADA)

This survey, which began in 1984, was designed to determine factors such as the relationship
between post-secondary graduates’ programs of study and the employment subsequently
obtained by them; graduates’ job and career satisfaction; the rates of under-employment and
unemployment; the type of employment obtained related to career expectations and qualifi-
cation requirements; and the influence of post-secondary education on occupational achieve-
ment. The information is directed towards policy makers, researchers, educators, employers, and
young adults interested in post-secondary education and the transition from school to work for
trade/vocational, college, and university graduates.

Respondents to this survey are contacted two and five years after their graduation. Thus,
graduates from the class of 1982 were interviewed in 1984 and 1987; graduates from 1986 were
interviewed in 1988 and 1991; graduates from 1990 were interviewed in 1992 and 1995; and
graduates from 1995 were interviewed in 1997 and 2000. Approximately 50,000 graduates are
included in each survey.

This publication does not make use of the five-year surveys, and it does not make much use
of the 1984 survey of 1982 graduates. For the most part, only the 1988 survey of the class of
1986, the 1992 survey of the class of 1990, and the 1997 survey of the class of 1995 are used.

SCHOOL LEAVERS SURVEY (STATISTICS CANADA)

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

The SLS target population consisted of young people aged 18 to 20 (as of April 1, 1991) from
the ten provinces (the Yukon and Northwest Territories were excluded). The original SLS
sampling frame was formed from five years (1986–1990) of Family Allowance files. These files
were employed because it was thought that they provided the most complete listing of young
persons under 15 in Canada at the time.

The SLS sample consisted of 18,000 individuals from the ten provinces who were selected
using a stratified design. There were 9,460 interviews completed with Canadians aged 18 to 20. 

SCHOOL LEAVERS FOLLOW-UP SURVEY (STATISTICS CANADA)

The School Leavers Follow-Up Survey (SLF) was conducted between September and December
1995 by Statistics Canada on behalf of Human Resources Development Canada. The SLF
gathered information on school-to-work transitions of young adults by focusing on education
and work activities beyond high school. The SLF re-interviewed the same young Canadians who
participated in the SLS, now aged 22 to 24.
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The SLF was conducted in the fall to better gauge activities of individuals (going back to
high school, pursuing post-secondary education, working, etc.) which would be more easily
discernible at that time of year. In addition, a more accurate count of the number of graduates
was possible, as many individuals complete the requirements for a high school diploma in June
or during the summer. The SLF sample began at 9,460 but was reduced to 9,431, as a number
of individuals elected not to participate in the follow-up survey. 

SURVEY OF APPROACHES TO EDUCATIONAL PLANNING (STATISTICS CANADA)

The Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning (SAEP), conducted by Statistics Canada in
partnership with Human Resources Development Canada, is the first household survey to collect
detailed information on how Canadians prepare for their children’s post-secondary education.

The survey was conducted in October 1999 as a supplement to the Labour Force Survey.
Data were collected concerning 20,353 children aged 18 years or under in 1999. The SAEP
collected detailed information focusing on children and the two key ways in which their parents
prepare for their post-secondary education:
• Financial preparation: This includes whether savings are being set aside for their children’s

post-secondary education; awareness of the cost of post-secondary schooling; types of savings
vehicles used; and expectations regarding other means of financing post-secondary studies,
including potential demand for student loans.

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

Detailed information was collected for both children and households, allowing analysis by
such characteristics as children’s age, gender, grade in school, academic performance, number
of children in the family, household income, and parental education, occupation, and labour
force status.

SURVEY OF LABOUR AND INCOME DYNAMICS (STATISTICS CANADA)

The Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) is a longitudinal panel survey designed to
understand the economic well-being of Canadians by measuring the economic shifts in Canadian
households over an extended period of time. The first SLID panel began in 1993 and lasted until
1998. Each panel will consist of approximately 15,000 households, including about 30,000 adults.

A preliminary interview takes place at the beginning of each panel to collect background
information. Each of the six years has a split-interview format, with labour-related topics covered
in January and income-related topics covered in May. In both cases, questions refer to the 
previous calendar year. The income-related interview takes place in May in order to coincide
with the end of the income tax period, when respondents are more familiar with their records.
In addition, many respondents allow Statistics Canada to consult their income tax file and avoid
the interview.

UNIVERSITY APPLICANT SURVEY 2000 AND 2001 (ACUMEN RESEARCH)

The University Applicant Survey (UAS) is a survey carried out by the Acumen Research group
with the assistance of the Ontario University Application Centre (OUAC) in Guelph, Ontario. The
OUAC selects a random sample of applicants for the study and oversees the distribution and
collection of all surveys. Each individual is mailed a package that includes a covering letter
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explaining the nature of the survey, a questionnaire, and a postage-paid return envelope. 
The covering letter explains the voluntary nature of the questionnaire and outlines the prizes
available to participants.

The study includes a sample of 10,000 applicants who are randomly selected from the total
population of applicants to Ontario universities (approximately 90,000 at the time of the survey).
In 2001, the survey was distributed in both English (9,000) and French (1,000), and of the 10,000
surveys distributed 1,845 were correctly completed and returned. This provided an 
overall response rate of 19%. The majority of respondents were from the province of Ontario
(88%), and the remainder were almost evenly divided between eastern Canada (5%) and 
western Canada (7%).

UNIVERSITY STUDENT INFORMATION SYSTEM (STATISTICS CANADA) 

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

YOUTH IN TRANSITION SURVEY (STATISTICS CANADA)

The Youth in Transition Survey (YITS) is a longitudinal survey developed through partnership
between Human Resources Development Canada and Statistics Canada. The preliminary 
report presents findings from the first cycle of YITS. Between January and April 2000, more than
22,000 Canadian youth participated in the survey.

The survey is designed to examine key transitions in the lives of young people as they move
from high school to post-secondary education and from schooling to the labour market. The
preliminary report examines the situation of youth (18 to 20 years old) with respect to both their
participation in education and attainment, as well as their labour market participation, as of
December 1999.

In addition to the survey of 18- to 20-year-olds, YITS also collected information from a cohort
of 15-year-olds in the spring of 2000. These youth were involved in the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA). Youth from both the 15-year-old and 18- to 20-year-old
cohorts will be surveyed again in 2002, and asked about changes in their family situation, 
participation in education, and labour market activity.

THE  PR ICE  OF  KNOWLEDGE :  ACCESS  AND STUDENT  F INANCE  IN  CANADAvi



vii

Acknowledgements  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .i

Data Sources  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .ii

Introduction  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1
Chapter 1 — Preparing for Post-Secondary Education  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3
1.I Introduction — Deciding about Post-Secondary Education  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3
1.II The Decision to Pursue Post-Secondary Education . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .5
1.III Family Aspirations and Savings for Post-Secondary Education  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .7
1.IV Barriers to Post-Secondary Education . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .13
1.V Academic Entrance Requirements  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .18
1.VI Choosing an Educational Institution  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .26
1.VII Students’ Knowledge of Student Financial Assistance  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .29

Chapter 2 — A Profile of the Student Body  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .33
2.I Introduction — Examining the Student Population  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .33
2.II Total Enrolment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .35
2.III Age and Gender . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .38
2.IV Participation Rates . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .41
2.V Socio-economic and Ethnic Origins  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .48
2.VI Aboriginal Students . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .52
2.VII Students with Disabilities  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .57
2.VIII International Students in Canada  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .58
2.IX Canadian Students Abroad  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .61
2.X Where Canadian Students Study  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .64
2.XI Fields of Study  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .68

Chapter 3 — Costs and Resources . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .73
3.I Introduction — The Costs of Education  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .73
3.II Tuition  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .75
3.III Ancillary Fees  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .80
3.IV Supplies and Equipment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .83
3.V Housing  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .87
3.VI Childcare  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .92
3.VII Employment Income  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .96
3.VIII Parental Contributions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .104
3.IX Income from Student Assistance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .105
3.X Investments and Assets  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .113

Table of Contents



THE  PR ICE  OF  KNOWLEDGE :  ACCESS  AND STUDENT  F INANCE  IN  CANADAviii

Chapter 4A — Government Student Assistance Programs  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .115
4A.I Introduction — How Student Assistance Works  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .115
4A.II Eligibility  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .117
4A.III Need Assessment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .120
4A.IV Available Aid  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .127
4A.V Portability  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .134
4A.VI In-School Interest Subsidy  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .136
4A.VII Debt Reduction  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .137
4A.VIII Repayment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .139

Chapter 4B — Alternative Forms of Student Assistance and Student Credit  . . . . . . . . . . .143
4B.I Introduction — Looking Elsewhere for Assistance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .143
4B.II Assistance from Educational Institutions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .144
4B.III Private Student Loans and Credit Cards  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .147
4B.IV Student Employment Programs  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .151
4B.V Tax Benefits for Students  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .156

Chapter 4C — Government Expenditures  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .161
4C.I Introduction — Government Expenditures on Students  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .161
4C.II Government Expenditures on Student Assistance in Canada  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .162
4C.III Government Tax Expenditures for Post-Secondary Education . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .167
4C.IV Government Expenditures on Student Employment Programs  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .172
4C.V Government Expenditures on Post-Secondary Institutions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .174
4C.VI Recent Trends in Aggregate Post-Secondary Education Expenditures  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .178

Chapter 5 — Graduate Outcomes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .181
5.I Introduction — The Legacy of Post-Secondary Education  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .181
5.II Student Debt at Graduation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .183
5.III Duration of Student Loan Repayment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .187
5.IV Transition to the Labour Force  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .190
5.V Graduate Earnings  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .198
5.VI Return on Public Investment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .203

Tables and Figures  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .205

Bibliography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .215



The benefits of today’s globalized information economy accrue primarily to those with high

levels of education. Equality of access to post-secondary education is therefore a key mission of

governments everywhere. Without such access, societies will become fractured along class lines,

just as they were in the industrial age. The distinction will no longer be between capital and

labour but between the knowledge-rich and the knowledge-poor.

Canada does not appear to have done badly in terms of increasing access to post-secondary

education. International comparisons are difficult to make in this area, but no studies indicate

that Canada fares worse than any other nation in terms of guaranteeing a place in its post-

secondary institutions for young people from low-income families.

There is, however, no room for complacency, particularly because we know so little about

the determinants of access, the mechanics of institutional choices, and the effects of student

financial assistance. Canada lags badly behind other countries — particularly the United States,

the United Kingdom, and Australia — in research into student behaviour and barriers to post-

secondary education. While the subject has been debated for decades, there has been little

attempt until recently to put these debates on an empirical footing.

It is for this reason that the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation began a compre-

hensive program of research into access to education in the spring of 2001. As part of its research

effort, the Foundation has produced this book, The Price of Knowledge. While it contains some

primary research, the book is mainly a compilation of data from a variety of sources. Its purpose

is to provide as complete a picture as possible of the state of knowledge about access and

student finance in Canada — within a single volume. It is not a learned discourse on Canadian

students and student aid policy. It is designed as a reference work, to be consulted for data on

particular items of interest rather than as a book to be read all at once.

There is no single story line linking the various sections of this book. Students and the 

policies and institutions that affect them are too diverse to be easily summarized. There are 

very few areas of access and student finance where cause and effect are linked in an easy or

straightforward manner. There are, however, a few conclusions worth noting which emerge 

from this volume. 

1

Introduction



The 1990s were not a good period for students. Tuition and debt rose. Grants to universities

and colleges were cut. The steady expansion of the post-secondary system slowed to a crawl.

At the same time, however, participation in post-secondary education increased slightly during

the 1990s as a whole; where participation declined, it does not appear to have done so due to

high tuition or high debt. The number of young Canadians citing financial factors as a reason

for not attending post-secondary education did not change substantially over the course of the

1990s. Students are graduating with more debt, but access to education, as measured by the 

incidence and breadth of participation, does not appear to have been materially affected.

Of equal importance is the fact that the deterioration in student finance appears to have been

halted. After a period in the 1990s when nearly every policy change in post-secondary 

education was to students’ disadvantage, the late 1990s saw a vast increase in spending on

students, a stabilization in grants to institutions, and, from 1999 onwards, a virtual freeze in

general undergraduate tuition fees. Students may not be in an enviable financial position, but

their situation is not, as of the spring of 2002, getting any worse. 

There are certainly barriers to education, and for the most part those barriers are income-

related. These barriers are not, however, just a matter of insufficient finances. They also reflect

serious deficiencies in social and cultural capital among young people from lower-income 

families. These are problems that cannot be solved simply by writing a cheque. Future gains in

access to post-secondary education will therefore depend upon society’s collective ability to deal

with both problems simultaneously.

This is the first edition of The Price of Knowledge. The Canada Millennium Scholarship

Foundation intends to publish new editions of this volume every two years, as a complement

to its major program of original research. Feedback from readers will be important in 

improving subsequent editions. Readers with comments on data sources, interpretation of data,

or the lay-out and organization of the book are encouraged to contact the authors by e-mail 

(at sjunor@bm-ms.org or ausher@bm-ms.org).
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Chapter 1

Chapter 1 — Preparing for 
Post-Secondary Education

I. INTRODUCTION — DECIDING ABOUT POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION
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The decision to obtain a post-secondary
education (PSE) 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 that one wishes to
pursue. In many cases, it is not even an indi-
vidual decision; the decision to attend or not
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.

This chapter examines how young
Canadians make decisions about post-
secondary education. Section II focuses on the 
decision to pursue post-secondary education
and attempts to pinpoint the time in children’s
lives when they decide that they want to
attend university (unfortunately, no similar
data are available for community colleges).
The available data show that the decision to
attend occurs earlier than is commonly
thought, and that programs to encourage
post-secondary attendance therefore need to
be focused on students in the early stages of
secondary school in order to make a difference. 

Parental expectations are a major deter-
minant of children’s decisions to attend or not
attend post-secondary education. Unfortunately,
while the vast majority of Canadian parents
want their children to obtain some kind of

post-secondary education, not all of them
seem to have the means or the desire to save
for their children’s education. Moreover, many
parents appear to have misconceptions about
the availability of student loans and merit
scholarships. Family expectations and savings
for post-secondary education are examined in
Section III of this chapter.

Needless to say, not all young Canadians
go on to obtain a post-secondary education.
Our understanding of why certain people go
on and others do not is imperfect, but the 
available evidence on barriers to post-second-
ary education is summarized in Section IV of
this chapter. To the extent
that we know anything, we
know that non-financial
factors, taken together, con-
stitute the most common
reason why some people
choose not to pursue post-secondary 
education. Financial factors play a role in
deterring people from attending post-
secondary education, but it is not clear what
role, if any, is played by tuition, which is, 
after all, only a part of the total cost of 
post-secondary studies.

One way of increasing or decreasing the
number of people attending post-secondary
education is to lower or raise entrance
requirements. It appears that Canadian 
universities have been — in a limited but
unmistakable way — gradually raising
entrance standards over the past 15 years, thus

The decision to obtain
a post-secondary
education is unlike
any other.



potentially limiting access to many students. It
is unclear from the data, however, whether this
is a response to cuts in government funding
or to perceived grade inflation in secondary
schools. Section V of this chapter examines
the evolution of academic entrance require-
ments at Canadian universities since 1985.

Another key element in the decision to
attend post-secondary education is choosing
which institution to attend. Generally 
speaking, “reputation,” however nebulously
defined, seems to be the main reason for a
student’s choice of institution, although
students’ understanding of the term “reputation”
and what affects their perceptions of “reputation”
are more or less unknown. Section VI of this
chapter examines the complex decision-

making process involved in choosing an
educational institution.

Governments help students make decisions
about post-secondary education primarily by
providing need-based financial assistance. Not
much energy is expended, however, in
explaining these programs to students in
secondary schools. As a result, many students
from low-income backgrounds may be under-
informed about a program that could benefit
them a great deal. Section VII of this chapter
examines students’ knowledge of student
financial assistance and finds that, while they
may be unclear about the details, students
appear to understand the general principles
behind student assistance very well.
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Canadian children and their families begin to
make decisions about post-secondary studies
at a very early age. As a rule, decision-making
is correlated with gender (female students
seem to decide to attend post-secondary
studies at an earlier age than males) and grades
(the higher the grade, the earlier the decision).

The best available evidence on this
subject comes from the 2001 University
Applicant Survey, conducted by Acumen
Research. While the results of this study are
based exclusively on applicants to Ontario
universities, there is little reason to believe
that trends in behaviour differ significantly in
other parts of the country. Some caution
needs to be exercised in interpreting the
results, however, as the study relied on a
retroactive self-assessment of attitudes rather
than longitudinal information.

The 2001 Acumen survey asked university
applicants to indicate the age at which they
decided they would like to attend university.
Of the 1,790 students responding, a majority
of students reported making the decision to
study at university before the age of 14. In
other words, nearly two-thirds of students
who choose to attend university make the
decision to do so before leaving middle
school.

Female students appear to make the 
decision to attend university at an earlier age
than their male counterparts. According to the
Acumen survey, 66% of females make the
decision to attend by the age of 14, compared
to only 56% of males. This gender gap is
consistent with numerous studies, most
notably the Council of Ministers of Education,
Canada’s Pan-Canadian Education Indicators
in Canada, which shows that females exhibit
superior organizational ability and achieve
higher scores in primary and secondary
grades in almost every subject at earlier ages

than males. Figure 1.II.2 shows the break-
down by gender of the age when students
decide to pursue post-secondary studies.

The correlation between grades and
students’ plans to attend university is even
more pronounced than the
correlation between gender
and planning. Secondary
students with grade aver-
ages of 95% or higher
reported that they made the

C H A P T E R  1  —  P R E PA R I N G  F O R  P O S T- S E C O N D A R Y  E D U C AT I O N 5

II. THE DECISION TO PURSUE POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION
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decision to study at university, on average, at
the age of 11. Conversely, young people with
averages of 75% or less reported that they
made the decision to attend university, on
average, when they were 15. Some caution
should be used in interpreting these figures,
as it is unclear from the data whether the 
decision to attend university at an early age is
a cause or an effect of high academic achieve-
ment. It is also unclear to what extent grades
and family income are correlated; if they are
highly correlated, then the relationship

between grades and the age at which the
decision is made may simply reflect a deeper
relationship between family income and the
decision-making age. Figure 1.II.3 displays the
age at which students decide to attend univer-
sity sorted by reported primary and secondary
grade averages.

While not entirely conclusive, these data
nevertheless suggest that the earlier a student
is prepared to pursue post-secondary educa-
tion, the greater the chance that student will
actually attend post-secondary education. 
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Despite the rising cost of post-secondary
education, Canadian families have high
educational aspirations for their children.
More than 85% of Canadian parents expect
that their children will receive some kind of
post-secondary education. While expecta-
tions about post-secondary education are
reasonably constant for all levels of family
income, the same is not true of families’
ability to save for their children’s education.
Overall, 42% of Canadian families with 
children under 18 report saving for their 
children’s education, but there is significant
variation according to parental income and
levels of parental education.

In 1999, Statistics Canada conducted the
Survey of Approaches to Educational
Planning (SAEP). This survey was carried out
in conjunction with Statistics Canada’s Labour
Force Survey and was administered in 
32,000 Canadian households. Results from the
survey can thus be considered both extremely
timely and accurate. The survey asked ques-
tions focused on educational saving plans,
parental activities, household circumstances,

parents’ backgrounds, children’s performance
at school, parents’ interactions with children,
and parents’ educational aspirations for 
their children.

While the SAEP found
that the overall percent-
age of families that hope
their children will attend
post-secondary education
is quite high, there is a
notable (though not very
large) positive relation-
ship between aspirations and household
income. For households with annual incomes
between $30,000 and $80,000, the proportion
that hope their children will attend post-
secondary education rises by about two
percentage points per $10,000. The relation-
ship between income and reported savings is
even more direct. Fewer than 20% of families
with annual incomes of less than $30,000 are
saving for their children’s education, whereas
more than three times that number (62%) of
families with annual incomes above $80,000
reported doing so. Figure 1.III.1 shows the
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patterns of expectations and savings for post-
secondary education. 

It should be noted that these parental
expectations, if realized, would pose a daunt-
ing challenge to the nation’s post-secondary
education system. Given current capacity
restrictions, it is unlikely that the nation’s
universities and colleges could absorb this
many students without either a major restruc-
turing of the post-secondary system, a massive
infusion of new resources, or both.

The SAEP also found a significant positive
correlation between the highest level of
education attained by parents and guardians,
post-secondary expectations for children, and
saving patterns. Not surprisingly, virtually all
(97%) parents or guardians who possessed
graduate degrees expected their children to
obtain a post-secondary education. They were
also four times more likely to be saving for
their children’s education than were parents
or guardians who had not completed high

school. Figure 1.III.2 shows parental 
post-secondary education aspirations and
savings status by the parents’ highest level 
of education. 

There is little regional variation in parental
aspirations for their children’s post-secondary
education. With respect to the proportion of
families who reported saving for their chil-
dren’s post-secondary education, however,
there are a few notable deviations from the
national average of 42%. At one extreme, over
50% of Saskatchewan parents reported saving
money; conversely, fewer than 29% in
Quebec reported the same. The explanation
for the relatively low figure in Quebec seems
fairly straightforward: public colleges
(Cegeps) in Quebec are free, universities in
the province have the lowest average tuition
in the country, and the province’s standard
three-year degree is the country’s shortest.
The low savings rate therefore probably
reflects provincial policies designed to 
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keep private educational expenditures low.
Saskatchewan’s high savings rate is more 
difficult to explain, particularly since the
province also has the lowest percentage of
parents who expect their children will attend
post-secondary education. Figure 1.III.3
shows parental aspirations for children’s post-
secondary education in Canada by province
of residence.

The SAEP reveals little difference in 
aspirations and savings patterns between
parents in urban and rural areas. Figure 1.III.4
shows that, while urban parents are slightly
more likely to expect their children to obtain
a post-secondary education, savings rates are
basically the same. Rural/urban differences
are more pronounced when it comes to the
type of post-secondary education parents
expect their children to obtain. Overall, urban
parents are twice as likely to expect their 
children to obtain a university education com-
pared to a college education (60% to 29%).

Parents from rural or remote communities, on
the other hand, expect their children to attend
colleges and universities in roughly equal
numbers (43% to 40%). This gap is likely a
result of the fact that colleges are far more
common in rural settings than universities. 
For rural families and students, they are thus
a closer, cheaper, and more familiar option
than universities.

In addition to measuring the proportion
of parents who set money aside for their 
children’s education, the SAEP also provides
considerable data concerning both the
amount of current savings and the amount of
planned savings. In 2002, Paul Anisef and
Robert Sweet of the research firm Pacific
Demographics, on behalf of the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation, used
SAEP data to examine parental savings
patterns. Their research suggests that parents
who save for their children’s education,
regardless of their financial status, do not in
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fact plan to save enough money to cover the
entire cost of their children’s education. 

Table 1.III.1 shows parental estimates of
the costs of their children’s post-secondary
education, as well as the amount of savings
they estimate they will have accumulated for
this education by the time their children begin
post-secondary studies. It shows that parents
who are currently saving for their children’s
education believe that they will be able to
accumulate an average of $23,297 by the time
their children begin college or university.
Since this number represents only the esti-
mates of those parents who are already

saving, it is clear that the equivalent figure for
all families expecting their children to attend
post-secondary education would be much
lower. For these parents, anticipated savings
will be close to anticipated costs only if their
child chooses to live at home during his or her
studies. A much larger gap (nearly $30,000)
between costs and savings exists if parents
expect their child to live away from home
during his or her studies. For families in this
situation, this gap will need to be filled
(through) some combination of the student’s
employment income, parental contributions
from current income, and student assistance.
Since nearly 53% of parents expect their chil-
dren to leave home to study, this suggests that
even among parents who do save money,
substantial additional sums will be needed to
cover the entire costs of their child’s post-
secondary education.

One major vehicle for education savings
is the Registered Education Savings Plan
(RESP). The RESP is a savings mechanism
generally used by parents to save for their
children’s post-secondary education. More
precisely, it is a contract between an in-
dividual (the subscriber) and a person or 
organization (the promoter). The subscriber 
makes contributions that accumulate tax-free
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TABLE 1.III.1 — PARENTAL POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION COSTS AND SAVINGS ESTIMATES 
(CURRENT SAVERS ONLY)

Source: Financial Planning for Post-Secondary Education: A Social-Demographic Profile of Canadian Families

MEAN, IF CHILD MEDIAN, IF CHILD
LIVES AWAY LIVES AWAY MEAN, IF CHILD MEDIAN, IF CHILD
FROM HOME FROM HOME LIVES AT HOME LIVES AT HOME

Cost estimate $55,531 $50,000 $34,209 $30,000
Estimated savings $23,297 $17,000 $23,297 $17,000
Difference between $32,234 $33,000 $10,912 $13,000
estimated costs 
and savings1

1. “Estimated savings” does not differentiate between parents who expect their children to live at home and those
who expect them to live away from home — only a global figure is available.



earnings. In return, the promoter agrees to
use the accumulated funds to pay or to cause
to be paid educational assistance payments to
one or more beneficiaries designated by the
subscriber. 

In 1998, the Government of Canada intro-
duced the Canada Educational Savings Grant
(CESG), in order to make educational savings
via a RESP more financially attractive. The
grant is paid directly into a beneficiary’s 
RESP and adds 20% to the first $2,000 in
contributions made into a RESP on behalf of
an eligible beneficiary each year. This means
the grant can be as much as $400 each year
per beneficiary, and could amount to a total
of $7,200 over 18 years of saving. Table 1.III.2
shows the total number of RESP contracts
since 1998 and the value of those contracts.

The introduction of the CESG program
seems to have had a major effect on the
number of people using RESPs — the number
of RESP contracts jumped by 70% in the two
years following the introduction of the plan. It
is impossible to tell, however, if this increase
represents an increase in the total number of

people saving for their children’s education or
merely an increase in the use of one particular
savings vehicle by people who would have
saved for their children’s education in any case.

Savings are not the only possible source
of funds parents can use to support their 
children. The SAEP also showed that over
80% of parents who are saving for their chil-
dren’s education still intend to support their
children from their current income once they
begin post-secondary studies; one in three
expects to use gifts or inheritances from other
family members to assist their children; and
one in five expects to provide assistance to
their children through loans. 

The majority of parents believe their 
children will contribute to their education
through a variety of sources including
employment income, bursaries, loans, and
scholarships. Table 1.III.3 shows parental
expectations for various sources of funding
for their children’s education. 

Not all parental expectations concerning
possible sources of income are realistic. 
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TABLE 1.III.2 — OVERVIEW OF REGISTERED EDUCATION SAVINGS PLANS 

Source: Canada Education Savings Grant Program

NUMBER OF AGGREGATE VALUE AVERAGE VALUE
YEAR RESP CONTRACTS (BILLIONS OF DOLLARS) OF RESP
1998 1,000,000 3.9 $3,900
1999 1,400,000 5.4 $3,857
2000 1,700,000 7.2 $4,236



Nearly two-thirds (65%) of parents who
save for their children’s education expect
that part of their children’s costs for post-
secondary education will be covered through
scholarships. In fact, as another recent Statistics
Canada report (the Youth in Transition Survey)
showed, only 31% of students aged 18 to 20
actually receive scholarships and awards. 

Another parental misconception relates to
government student loans. Over 90% of
parents who are saving for their children
believe that their children will pay for their
education in part through government student
loans — again, this is virtually impossible,
because the actual number of students who
qualify for and utilize government student
loans is closer to 50%. If anything, this gap of
40 percentage points between expectations
and reality may understate the degree of
misconception regarding this issue. Since
student loan rules require students to spend
all their savings before they will be awarded
financial assistance, it is precisely the children
of parents who save money who are least
likely to receive student loans.
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TABLE 1.III.3 — EXPECTED SOURCES OF
CHILDREN’S CONTRIBUTION TO
POST-SECONDARY RESOURCES 
BY PARENTAL SAVINGS STATUS

Source: Financial Planning for Post-Secondary
Education: A Social-Demographic 
Profile of Canadian Families

PARENTS
PARENTS PLANNING 
CURRENTLY TO SAVE IN 
SAVING FOR FUTURE FOR 
CHILDREN’S CHILDREN’S 

SOURCE PSE PSE
Work 72% 69%
before PSE
Work 86% 86%
during PSE
Work 5% 5%
interrupting PSE
Scholarships 65% 64%
Grants and 34% 47%
bursaries
Government 92% 97%
loans
Non-student 22% 20%
loans
Loan from 20% 23%
family/friend



Access to post-secondary education is not
entirely equitable, in the sense that certain
populations tend not to attend post-secondary
education at the same rates as others. Males,
francophones, Aboriginals, students with
physical or learning disabilities, and young
people whose parents are in the low-income
category or have a low level of education all
decide to attend post-secondary education
less frequently than the general population.
Similarly, rural youth, children of single
parents, and children with poor academic
results and negative attitudes towards educa-
tion are less likely to attend post-secondary
education than are others.2

Some of the factors listed above reflect
low academic ability or low interest in educa-
tion. Many of the others, in one way or
another, are a reflection or a result of having
low family income. But while low-income
status clearly has an effect on access, it is not
clear that the effect is essentially a financial
one. That is to say, just because low-income

or alienated youth choose not to pursue post-
secondary education, it is not clear that it is
because they do not have enough money for
post-secondary studies.

The clearest data on 
this question come from
Statistics Canada’s School
Leavers Survey, which was
conducted in 1991. This
survey asked a number of
school leavers aged 18 to 20
a number of questions
about their education and their activities in the
labour force. Those who were no longer in
the educational system were asked why they
had chosen not to continue their studies.
Figure 1.IV.1 shows the results for youth who
had finished secondary school but had chosen
not to attend a post-secondary institution.

Lack of money was the most commonly
cited single reason for not pursuing post-
secondary education. However, this reason
did not even account for one in four (23%) of
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IV. BARRIERS TO POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION

Access to post-secondary
education is not entirely
equitable, in the sense
that certain populations
tend not to attend post-
secondary education at
the same rates as others.

2. Looker, 2002.
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FIGURE 1.IV.1 — REASONS FOR NOT PURSUING POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION

Source: Statistics Canada’s School Leavers Survey



all responses, suggesting that there is a 
wide variety of barriers, not all of them well 
understood, to post-secondary education, and
that the majority of them are non-financial 
in nature.

Unfortunately, data from the School
Leavers Survey are a decade old and do not
necessarily represent an accurate reflection of
barriers to education early in the new century.
Crucially, the survey does not account for any
effect on youth that might have been
produced by the large increases in tuition that
occurred in the 1990s. More recently, Statistics
Canada administered the Youth in Transition
Survey (YITS), which was very similar
generally to the School Leavers Survey but did
not ask quite the same questions of non-
continuers. Instead, all youth — regardless of
educational status — were asked whether
there was anything preventing them from
obtaining as much education as they wished to
obtain. The results are presented in Table 1.IV.1.

The group of youth which most often 
reported barriers to completing education was
in fact youth who had not completed 
secondary school (61% vs. 46% for all 18- to
20-year-olds). Financial barriers were the most
commonly cited reason for not being able 
to obtain as much education as desired. 
Thirty-six percent of respondents who had
completed secondary school but were not
continuing to post-secondary education stated
that this was due, at least in part, to a finan-
cial barrier. This figure is higher than the 
24% reporting a financial barrier in the earlier
School Leavers Survey, but it should be noted
that the School Leavers Survey asked respon-
dents to name the single most important
reason for not pursuing further education;
YITS, on the other hand, permitted up to 
three answers, which would change the
results somewhat. 

Moreover, it was not only people who did
not go on to post-secondary studies who
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TABLE 1.IV.1 — PROPORTION OF YOUNG CANADIANS FACING BARRIERS TO ACHIEVING DESIRED DEGREE OF EDUCATION 
(BY LEVEL OF EDUCATION AND TYPE OF BARRIER)a

Source: Statistics Canada’s Youth in Transition Survey
Notes: a Because multiple responses were allowed (to a maximum of three), the columns do not add up to the total 

in the last row.

EDUCATIONAL STATUS
(PROPORTION OF OVERALL 18- TO 20-YEAR-OLD POPULATION)

SECONDARY
SECONDARY SECONDARY GRADUATE, PSE PSE PSE 
DROP-OUT CONTINUER NO PSE  CONTINUERS GRADUATES LEAVERS

BARRIER (10%) (13%) (23%) (45%) (4%) (5%) TOTAL
Financial situation 32% 25% 36% 28% 30% 36% 30%
Marks too low 5% 9% 7% 4% 3% 5% 5%
Not interested 7% 5% 4% 5% 3% 5% 15%
Want to stay <1% <1% 1% <1% <1% 1% <1%
close to home
Takes too long 4% 1% 3% 4% 2% 2% 3%
Want to work 9% 2% 3% 2% 2% 3% 3%
Caring for 10% 2% 2% 1% 1% 2% 2%
children
Health <1% 1% 1% <1% <1% 1% <1%
Not sure what <1% 1% 3% 1% 3% 2% 1%
they want to do
Other 9% 6% 5% 4% 4% 6% 6%
Total (all barriers) 61% 43% 51% 41% 43% 50% 46%



reported “financial situation” as a barrier; 
28% of students currently attending a post-
secondary institution (“PSE continuers”) also
reported facing a financial barrier to getting
the education they wanted. Even among
secondary school drop-outs, nearly one in
three (32%) stated that their financial situation
prevented them from obtaining the desired
level of education. This strongly suggests that
the term “financial barriers” has as much to do
with the challenge of meeting the basic costs
of food and shelter and an acceptable standard
of living as it does with the cost of tuition. 

TUITION AND PARTICIPATION IN

POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION

It is frequently stated that tuition has a deter-
rent effect on participation in education. This
is a difficult proposition to test in the absence
of appropriate longitudinal data sources.
Some inferences can be made, however, on
the basis of aggregate enrolment levels
observed in different jurisdictions at different
times at different rates of tuition. If tuition
really affects the demand for education, one
would expect to see changes in aggregate
demand based on changes in tuition — in
other words, the higher the cost of tuition, the
lower enrolment levels should be.

Figure 1.IV.2 is a scatterplot diagram that
shows the relationship between university
participation and university tuition in all
provinces over time. Each dot’s position on
the vertical axis represents the participation
rate in a given province in a given year
between 1980 and 1998, while the dot’s 
position on the horizontal axis represents the
tuition rate in that province in that year.

Participation rates measure the percentage of
students of a given age or age bracket
enrolled in university as a percentage of all
people of similar age within a jurisdiction. In
this exercise, participation rates have been
calculated using only students who are one
year older than the standard age for comple-
tion of secondary education or cegep (i.e., 
20 years old in Quebec and Ontario, 19 in the
rest of the country).3

Figure 1.IV.2 shows that rising tuition has
been accompanied by rising enrolment rates
in Canada during the 1980s and 1990s. While
it would be wrong to conclude from this that
higher tuition causes higher demand, it does
show at the very least that increases in tuition
have not affected university participation rates
in any appreciable way.
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3. This very limited age group (most studies that examine participation rates do so based on larger age brackets)
was used in order to maximize the effect of changes in tuition fees and thus the associated price-response. The
use of larger cohorts would be more likely to mask any volatility shown by price-responsiveness.
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FIGURE 1.IV.2 — TUITION VS. PARTICIPATION RATES IN CANADA
FROM 1980–81 TO 1998–99

Source: Statistics Canada’s Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey
and Population Data



Figures 1.IV.3 and 1.IV.4 disaggregate 
the relationship between tuition fees and
participation rates over time. In real terms,
tuition fees were relatively stable during the
1980s, while large increases in tuition
occurred in the 1990s. As shown in Figures
1.IV.3 and 1.IV.4, the slope of the trendline
changes between the two decades, indicating
a weaker relationship between tuition and
participation in the 1990s — but the direction
of the trendline does not change. In both
decades, higher tuition is correlated with
higher participation rates.

Disaggregating enrolment numbers by
province is not particularly revealing. During
the period in question, enrolment increased
by at least 100% in all provinces, and at the
same time tuition fees also increased by 100%
or more in all provinces except Quebec.
Provinces can, however, be categorized into
two types in terms of the relationship
between tuition and participation. Partici-
pation rates in those provinces with major
college systems (Alberta, British Columbia,
and Quebec) appear to behave very dif-
ferently than participation rates in those
provinces that do not possess well-developed
college systems. Figures 1.IV.5 and 1.IV.6
show the different relationships for the two
types of provinces.
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FIGURE 1.IV.4 — TUITION VS. PARTICIPATION RATES IN CANADA
FROM 1991–92 TO 1998–99

Source: Statistics Canada’s Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey
and Population Data

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

$0 $500 $1,000 $1,500 $2,000 $2,500

Tuition

P
ar

ti
ci

p
at

io
n

 r
at

e,
 1

 y
ea

r 
af

te
r 

co
m

p
le

ti
o

n
 o

f 
se

co
n

d
ar

y
 s

tu
d

ie
s

FIGURE 1.IV.3 — TUITION VS. PARTICIPATION RATES IN CANADA
FROM 1980– 81 TO 1990–91

Source: Statistics Canada’s Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey
and Population Data



Not surprisingly, provinces with exten-
sive college systems have lower university
participation rates than provinces without
extensive college systems. Figures 1.IV.5 and
.6 also appear to show that participation rates
in provinces with major college systems have
not increased in tandem with rises in tuition to
the same extent as they have in other
provinces. One might conclude from this that
where reasonable “substitutes” (in the
economic sense) to universities exist, students
will choose the lower-cost alternative.
Alternatively, one could conclude that the
existence of large college programs has
limited the resources available to expand
university places in order to accommodate
higher demand. Most likely, both of these
possible explanations contributed to the
phenomenon.

Interestingly, two of the provinces in
Figure 1.IV.5 (British Columbia and Quebec)
had tuition freezes in place during most of the
period in question. Based on the evidence
here, this tuition policy has done little to
increase participation, although it may have
played a role in increasing participation
amongst students from lower income groups
(see Chapter 2.V for more on this issue).
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FIGURE 1.IV.5 — TUITION VS. PARTICIPATION RATES IN 
PROVINCES WITH LARGE COLLEGE SYSTEMS 
FROM 1980–81 TO 1998–99a

Source: Statistics Canada’s Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey
and Population Data

Notes: a For the purposes of this figure, Alberta, British Columbia, and
Quebec are considered provinces with large college systems.
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FIGURE 1.IV.6 — TUITION VS. PARTICIPATION RATES IN 
PROVINCES WITHOUT LARGE COLLEGE SYSTEMS
FROM 1980–81 TO 1998–99a

Source: Statistics Canada’s Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey
and Population Data

Notes: a For the purposes of this figure, Saskatchewan, Manitoba,
Ontario, and the Atlantic provinces are considered provinces
without large college systems. 



One of the major differences between
colleges and universities in Canada is the
strictness of their respective entrance require-
ments. While community colleges are for the
most part “open access” institutions, requiring
only a high school diploma to gain entrance,
universities select applicants on the basis of
academic merit.4 Universities do not have the
physical capacity to accommodate all students
who wish to attend. They therefore in effect
“ration” places on the basis of academic
achievement in secondary school. Students,
then, do not simply “choose” a university —
universities must “choose” students as well.
The process of accessing a university educa-
tion depends not simply on the individual, but
on institutional admission policies as well.

There are two main sources of data on
this issue. The annual Maclean’s Guide to
Canadian Universities and Colleges publishes
the average high school or Cegep grades of

each institution’s most
recent entering class. These
figures provide a reasonable
guide to the institution’s
overall degree of selectivity,
but do not allow us to
examine the impact of
admissions criteria on
access. In order to examine
the effects of selectivity on

access, the minimum entrance requirements
(rather than the average entrance grades) must
be examined. Data on minimum entrance
requirements were obtained through a special
study conducted by the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation in 2001. In this survey,
Registrar’s Offices at 52 Canadian universities

were contacted5 and asked about the
minimum high school or Cegep grade average
students must achieve to be considered 
for admission to general arts and sciences
undergraduate programs.6

During the 1990s, entrance requirements
to Canadian universities became, on the
whole, more restrictive. No institution had a
lower academic admissions standard in 2001
than it did in 1985, and in over 50% of cases
the standard was higher. This is highly 
significant because it may explain why univer-
sity enrolment stopped growing in the 1990s.
Simply put, universities chose to raise their
admission standards and, by doing so,
excluded people who otherwise would have
been able to attend university.

It is unclear why Canadian universities
raised their standards. One explanation may
be that universities wished to maintain their
standards in the face of a perceived grade
inflation at the secondary level. Alternatively,
it is possible that raising standards was a
response to reductions in government
funding; universities simply refused to admit
more students without concomitant increases
in university funding. This is an appealing
theory, but it is not necessarily borne out by
the evidence — in many cases, the tightening
of admissions standards preceded the major
fiscal tightening of the mid-1990s.

Tables 1.V.1 and .2 outline the minimum
entrance requirements in arts and science
programs, respectively, for universities in
Atlantic Canada. Tables 1.V.3 and .4 focus on
Ontario and Quebec, while 1.V.5 and .6 cover
Western Canada.
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V. ACADEMIC ENTRANCE REQUIREMENTS

4. This distinction is not true for all college programs, however. Many specialized college programs have entrance
requirements that are at least as rigourous as those at Canadian universities.

5. The 52 universities selected do not represent a census of Canadian university entrance averages, but rather a
selective sample.

6. Of the 52 universities contacted during the summer of 2001, 48 responded. The four institutions that did not
respond have not been included in the analysis of trends in selectivity.

One of the major 
differences between
colleges and universities
in Canada is the 
strictness of their
respective entrance
requirements.



Tables 1.V.1 and .2 basically show 
the same patterns — i.e., most Atlantic 
universities use the same minimum entrance
requirements for arts and science programs.

About half of Canada’s Atlantic universities
raised their entrance requirements during 
the period in question, either by five or ten
percentage points. As a result, most universities
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TABLE 1.V.1 — MINIMUM ENTRANCE AVERAGES FOR ARTS PROGRAMS AT UNIVERSITIES IN ATLANTIC CANADA 
FROM 1985–86 TO 2001–02

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s University Entrance Average Survey 2001

INSTITUTION YEAR
85– 86– 87– 88– 89– 90– 91– 92– 93– 94– 95– 96– 97– 98– 99– 00– 01–
86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 00 01 02

Université de Moncton High school diploma with at least 60% in preliminary courses and 65% in French courses
Mount Allison 60 60 60 60 60 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
University
University of 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60
New Brunswick
St. Thomas University 65 65 65 65 65 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70
Acadia University 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 70 70 70 70 70 70 70
Dalhousie University 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70
Mount St. Vincent 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 
University
St. Francis Xavier 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 65 65 65 65 65 65
University
Saint Mary’s University 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
University of 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
Prince Edward Island
Memorial University 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 65 65 70 70 70 70 70 70

TABLE 1.V.2 — MINIMUM ENTRANCE AVERAGES FOR SCIENCE PROGRAMS AT UNIVERSITIES IN ATLANTIC CANADA 
FROM 1985–86 TO 2001–02a

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s University Entrance Average Survey 2001
Notes: a St. Thomas University was not included because it does not offer any science programs.

INSTITUTION YEAR
85– 86– 87– 88– 89– 90– 91– 92– 93– 94– 95– 96– 97– 98– 99– 00– 01–
86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 00 01 02

Université de Moncton High school dipolma with at least 60% in preliminary courses and 65% in Frenh courses
Mount Allison 60 60 60 60 60 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
University
University of 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 75 75
New Brunswick
Acadia University 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 70 70 70 70 70 70 70
Dalhousie University 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70
Mount St. Vincent 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 
University
St. Francis Xavier 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 65 65 65 65 65 65
University
Saint Mary’s University 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
University of 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
Prince Edward Island
Memorial University 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 65 65 70 70 70 70 70 70



in the region have minimum requirements of
60%, 65%, or 70%; the only exception is the
faculty of science at the University of 
New Brunswick, for which a 75% average is
required for admission.

Tables 1.V.3 and .4 show that central
Canadian institutions in general have signifi-

cantly higher minimum entrance averages
than institutions in Atlantic or western
Canada. The highest minimum entrance
requirement for admissions occurred at the
University of Guelph in the early 1990s, when
applicants required either an 80% (arts) or
83% (science) average to be considered.
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TABLE 1.V.3 — MINIMUM ENTRANCE AVERAGES FOR ARTS PROGRAMS AT UNIVERSITIES IN ONTARIO AND QUEBEC 
FROM 1985–86 TO 2001–02a

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s University Entrance Average Survey 2001
Notes: a “N/A” signifies that the institution did not report data for those years.

b The averages listed for Bishop’s University and McGill University are for Quebec residents only. Students from 
other jurisdictions are subject to different entrance averages — usually 3% to 4% higher than those listed.

INSTITUTION YEAR
85– 86– 87– 88– 89– 90– 91– 92– 93– 94– 95– 96– 97– 98– 99– 00– 01–
86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 00 01 02

Brock University 63 63 66 68 69 72 73 73 74 73 70 67 63 63 65 69 70
Carleton University N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
Guelph University 65 65 68 71 72 74 78 80 80 79 78 77 76 74 75 75 75
Lakehead University 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 63 63 64 60 60 60 60 65 66 67
Laurentian University 60 60 60 60 60 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 70 70 70
McMaster University N/A N/A N/A N/A 71 75 74 76 76 77 75 74 74 75 70 70 70
Nipissing University N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
University of Ottawa 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 68 68 68 68
Queen’s University N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
University of Toronto 73 77 77 77 77 77 77 77 77 77 77 73 77 73 77 77 77
Trent University 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
University of Waterloo N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70
University of Western N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 73 75 74 77 75 75 75 75 76 77
Ontario 
Wilfrid Laurier N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 75 77 73 75 75 73
University
University of Windsor 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 66 66 66 66 66 66 66 66
York University 68 68 70 70 70 70 70 75 77 73 73 73 73 73 73 73 73
Bishop’s Universityb N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 70 70 70 70 70 70 70
Concordia University 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
McGill Universityb N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 74 74 74 74 74 74 74 74 74 74 74
Université de Montréal Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
Université du Québec Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
à Chicoutimi
Université du Québec Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
à Hull
Université du Québec Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
à Montréal
Université du Québec Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
à Rimouski 
Université du Québec Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
à Trois-Rivières
Université de Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
Sherbrooke
Université Laval Cegep Diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)



Central Canadian institutions also exhibit the
greatest year-to-year variation in minimum
entrance requirements. At many of these
institutions, the minimum entrance require-
ment rises and falls every year or two. In
some cases, these changes appear to be the
result of a deliberate strategy — Brock

University, for instance, seems to have
decided to become a more selective insti-
tution in the early 1990s, as entrance require-
ments rose for both arts and science
programs; since then, a change of strategy has
seen entrance requirements return to their
mid-1980s’ level.
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TABLE 1.V.4 — MINIMUM ENTRANCE AVERAGES FOR SCIENCE PROGRAMS AT UNIVERSITIES IN ONTARIO AND QUEBEC 
FROM 1985–86 TO 2001–02a

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s University Entrance Average Survey 2001
Notes: a “N/A” signifies that the institution did not report data for those years.

b The averages listed for Bishop’s University and McGill University are for Quebec residents only. Students from 
other jurisdictions are subject to different entrance averages — usually 3% to 4% higher than those listed.

INSTITUTION YEAR
85– 86– 87– 88– 89– 90– 91– 92– 93– 94– 95– 96– 97– 98– 99– 00– 01–
86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 00 01 02

Brock University 63 63 63 65 65 63 60 60 60 63 63 63 63 63 63 63 63
Carleton University N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
Guelph University 65 65 60 68 68 68 75 81 82 83 84 79 83 80 80 80 80
Lakehead University 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 63 63 64 60 60 60 60 65 66 67
Laurentian University 65 65 65 65 65 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 70 70 70
McMaster University N/A N/A N/A N/A 75 75 75 80 80 83 82 81 82 80 80 77 78
Nipissing University N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
University of Ottawa 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 70 70 70 70
Queen’s University N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
University of Toronto 80 80 80 80 80 80 77 77 77 77 77 77 77 77 77 77 77
Trent University 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
University of Waterloo N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 67 73 73 73 73 73 73 70 70 73 70
University of Western N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 70 70 70 72 75 75 75 75 76 77
Ontario 
Wilfrid Laurier N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 75 73 73 75 73 73
University
University of Windsor 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 66 66 66 66 66 66 66 66
York University 66 66 68 68 68 68 70 75 75 75 75 75 75 75 75 75 75
Bishop’s Universityb N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 70 70 70 70 70 70 70
Concordia University 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
McGill Universityb N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 70 70 70 75 73 73 74 74 74 75 75
Université de Montréal Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
Université du Québec Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
à Chicoutimi
Université du Québec Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
à Hull
Université du Québec Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
à Montréal
Université du Québec Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
à Rimouski
Université du Québec Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
à Trois-Rivières
Université de Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
Sherbrooke
Université Laval Cegep diploma + completion of required preliminary courses (French language proficiency test)
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TABLE 1.V.5 — MINIMUM ENTRANCE AVERAGES FOR ARTS PROGRAMS AT UNIVERSITIES IN WESTERN CANADA 
FROM 1985–86 TO 2001–02a

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s University Entrance Average Survey 2001
Notes: a “N/A” signifies that the institution did not report data for those years.

b The average listed for the University of Victoria is for British Columbia residents. It is reported that students 
from outside British Columbia usually need a 3% to 4% higher average to be considered by the institution.

INSTITUTION YEAR
85– 86– 87– 88– 89– 90– 91– 92– 93– 94– 95– 96– 97– 98– 99– 00– 01–
86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 00 01 02

Simon Fraser University N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
University of 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67
British Columbia
University of Northern N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
British Columbia
University of Victoriab N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 76 77 73 72 78 77 N/A N/A
Lethbridge University 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 72 70 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
University of Alberta N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 67 67 N/A
University of Calgary 60 60 60 65 63 67 71 71 73 65 65 65 68 70 70 70 70
University of Regina 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
University of 65 65 73 73 73 73 72 74 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
Saskatchewan
Brandon University Open admission (High school degree is required)
University of Manitoba 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 63 63 63 63 63 63 63 63 63 63
University of Winnipeg 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60

TABLE 1.V.6 — MINIMUM ENTRANCE AVERAGES FOR SCIENCE PROGRAMS AT UNIVERSITIES IN WESTERN CANADA 
FROM 1985–86 TO 2001–02a

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s University Entrance Average Survey 2001
Notes: a “N/A” signifies that the institution did not report data for those years.

b The average listed for the University of Victoria is for British Columbia residents. It is reported that students 
from outside British Columbia usually need a 3% to 4% higher average to be considered by the institution.

INSTITUTION YEAR
85– 86– 87– 88– 89– 90– 91– 92– 93– 94– 95– 96– 97– 98– 99– 00– 01–
86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 00 01 02

Simon Fraser University N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
University of 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67
British Columbia
University of Northern N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
British Columbia
University of Victoriab N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 76 77 73 72 78 77 N/A N/A
Lethbridge University 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 72 70 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
University of Alberta N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 70 N/A N/A
University of Calgary 60 60 60 65 63 67 71 71 73 73 65 65 68 70 70 70 70
University of Regina 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
University of 65 65 73 73 73 73 72 74 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
Saskatchewan
Brandon University Open admission (High school degree is required)
University of Manitoba 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 63 63 63 63 63 63 63 63 63 63
University of Winnipeg 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60
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FIGURE 1.V.1 — MINIMUM ENTRANCE REQUIREMENT VS. AVERAGE ENTERING GRADE 
FOR  WESTERN CANADIAN UNIVERSITIES IN 2001–02a

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation and Maclean’s Guide to Canadian Universities and
Colleges 2002

Notes: a The University of Northern British Columbia, Simon Fraser University, and Brandon University were
not included in this comparison due to insufficient data.

Tables 1.V.5 and .6 show that most
western Canadian institutions, like Atlantic
Canadian institutions, maintained their admis-
sion requirements in the 60% to 70% range
during the period in question. A few institu-
tions, such as the Universities of Calgary and
Saskatchewan, raised requirements above this
level in the late 1980s and early 1990s, but
have since lowered their requirements again.
Only the University of Victoria, with entrance
requirements in the mid-70s, has set its
entrance averages outside this range.

While minimum entrance requirements
may provide an indication of how difficult it is
to be considered for a university education,
actually being accepted may be even more
difficult. The annual guide to Canadian
universities produced by Maclean’s magazine
includes the average grades of entering stu-
dents at Canadian universities. The difference
between the minimum requirement and the
average entering grade can be quite significant.
When the gap between the two is extremely
large, it is likely that the university is rejecting

a high proportion of its applicants, and that its
“true” minimum standards may be much higher
than the advertised minimum requirements.

Figures 1.V.1, .2, and .3 show the 
differences between Canadian institutions’
minimum requirements and the actual
entrance averages of the 2001 freshman arts
class. These figures provide an important
corrective to the data on minimum entrance
requirements reported above. While Ontario
and Quebec universities have higher
published requirements, the actual grade
averages of their entering classes are no
higher than in the rest of the country. Thus,
while universities in Atlantic and western
Canada may appear to be more oriented
toward “open access” because of their lower
published entrance requirements, they are in
fact at least as selective as institutions in
central Canada.

As shown in Figures 1.V.1 and .3, several
institutions — notably the Universities of
British Columbia, Saskatchewan, and Winnipeg
in the west and Mount Allison University and
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FIGURE 1.V.3 — MINIMUM ENTRANCE REQUIREMENT VS. AVERAGE ENTERING GRADE 
FOR ATLANTIC CANADIAN UNIVERSITIES IN 2001–02a

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation and Maclean’s Guide to Canadian Universities and
Colleges 2002

Notes: a The Université de Moncton was not included in this comparison due to insufficient data.
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FIGURE 1.V.2 — MINIMUM ENTRANCE REQUIREMENT VS. AVERAGE ENTERING GRADE 
FOR ONTARIO AND QUEBEC UNIVERSITIES IN 2001–02a

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation and Maclean’s Guide to Canadian Universities and
Colleges 2002

Notes: a Ryerson Polytechnic University, Nipissing University, and Queen’s University were not included in this
comparison due to insufficient data. 



the University College of Cape Breton in the
east — have average entering grades which
are 20 percentage points higher than their
minimum requirement. Thus, while each of
these institutions appears to be relatively easy
to enter on the basis of its stated entrance
requirements, competition in fact makes it
unlikely that many students with grades close
to the “minimum requirement” are actually
admitted.

Another way of looking at this issue is to
examine the percentage of students at each
institution who have an entrance average
higher than 75%. While it is true that the
majority of Canadian universities have a
minimum entrance requirement in the range
of 65% to 70%, students with those grades
would have a very difficult time getting 
into most Canadian universities. Nineteen in-
stitutions in the country report that over 
80% of their first-year students had entrance
averages of 75% or more. Table 1.V.7 shows
the proportion of freshman students with
entrance averages of 75% or higher at 
these universities.
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TABLE 1.V.7 — UNIVERSITIES AT WHICH 80% OR
MORE OF THE FRESHMAN CLASS
HAVE ENTRANCE AVERAGES OF
75% OR HIGHER

Source: Maclean’s Guide to Canadian Universities
and Colleges 2002

INSTITUTION PROPORTION
Queen’s University 99.8%
McGill University 99.5%
University of British Columbia 99.3%
University of Toronto 98.9%
University of Guelph 98.5%
Simon Fraser University 98.4%
University of Western 96.4%
University of Victoria 91.7%
Dalhousie University 89.4%
University of Waterloo 88.9%
Wilfrid Laurier University 88.6%
McMaster University 87.4%
University of Alberta 86.3%
York University 84.5%
Université Laval 82.7%
Mount Allison University 82.5%
Acadia University 82.2%
University of Saskatchewan 81.1%
University of Calgary 80.2%



A student’s choice of post-secondary institu-
tion is based on several factors: intended
program of study, academic reputation, cost,

and proximity to perma-
nent residence, to name
only a few. The best
available evidence on this
topic comes from the
2001 University Applicant
Survey conducted by
Acumen Research. As
mentioned previously,
some caution needs to be
exercised in interpreting
results from this study, as

it relies on a retroactive self-assessment of 
attitudes rather than longitudinal information.

With respect to choosing the type of
institution, the evidence suggests that few
university students ever question the kind of
education they want. Only one in five univer-
sity applicants surveyed reported even having
considered attending a community college. It

would be enlightening to know how many
community college applicants would provide
a similar answer with respect to considering a
university education; unfortunately, no such
information exists.

The Acumen survey asked applicants a
series of questions about the factors that
influenced their choice of university.
Respondents rated each factor’s influence on
the following scale: 1 (Not At All), 2 (Very
Little), 3 (Somewhat), 4 (Very Much), and
5 (Don’t Know). Individuals who responded
“Don’t Know” to a particular question were
excluded when calculating mean scores for
each answer. For the purpose of analysis, the
factors were divided into three categories:
“financial,” “university environment,” and
“university information.”

The responses with respect to financial
factors are shown in Figure 1.VI.1. The
association of an institution with “high quality
jobs” (mean score = 3.47) was by far the most
important financial factor by a considerable

THE  PR ICE  OF  KNOWLEDGE :  ACCESS  AND STUDENT  F INANCE  IN  CANADA26

VI. CHOOSING AN EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTION

A student’s choice of
post-secondary institu-
tion is based on several
factors: intended
program of study,
academic reputation,
cost, and proximity to
permanent residence, 
to name only a few.
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FIGURE 1.VI.1 — FINANCIAL FACTORS INFLUENCING UNIVERSITY SELECTION

Source: Acumen Research’s 2001 University Applicant Survey



margin, followed by “guaranteed scholarships”
(mean score = 3.10). No other financial factor
rated a mean score above 3.0, the level at which
a factor could be considered more than “some-
what” important. Tuition costs were relatively
less important as a factor in choosing an insti-
tution. This may indicate that these students
were relatively unconcerned about tuition;
however, it may also be a reflection of the fact
that there is little variance in undergraduate
tuition levels between institutions in Ontario.

Non-financial factors that influence univer-
sity selection are shown in Figure 1.VI.2. The
most influential factor here — indeed, the
most important factor in the survey — is the
institution’s “academic reputation” (mean
score = 3.63). Other notable environment-
related factors are “safe environment” (mean
score = 3.42), “professional and graduate school
access” (mean score = 3.35), and “emphasis 
on teaching” (mean score = 3.28). With the
exception of “safe environment,” these factors
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FIGURE 1.VI.2 — NON-FINANCIAL  FACTORS INFLUENCING UNIVERSITY SELECTION

Source: Acumen Research’s 2001 University Applicant Survey
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in one way or another are reflections of an
institution’s perceived academic reputation
(the same is true of the “high quality jobs”
factor in Figure 1.IV.1).

One surprising result in this category is
that respondents ranked “proximity of the
campus to home” as one of the least important
factors influencing where they wished to
study. Since the majority of students do not
leave home to go to school, this result may
seem somewhat puzzling. It may, however, be
a reflection of the fact that a large number of
Ontario students live in the Greater Toronto
area, which houses several universities. If
multiple institutions are concentrated within a
fairly limited geographic area, the choice
between these institutions might have very
little to do with the relative proximity to the
student’s home.

The survey also considered how sources
of information influenced choice of institu-
tion. The scores were consistently low for this
set of factors. Among the different means of
obtaining information, only “visits to campus”
ranked as being more than “somewhat”
important (mean score = 3.06). Printed and
Web-based material both rated less than 3.0.

The least influential source of information was
the yearly rankings in Maclean’s magazine
(mean score = 2.52).

When examining the reasons why students
choose a specific university, it is clear that the
decision is being made on the basis of a
number of factors. The most important, broadly
defined, is a university’s reputation. This is
reflected in the identification of external
reputation and the presence of programs
leading to good jobs or good graduate schools
among the most important factors in choosing
an institution. Unfortunately, the survey results
provide little insight into how secondary
students learn about and judge the reputation
of different schools; according to the survey,
students do not consider any printed or elec-
tronic material about institutions as being an
important factor in choosing an institution
(although it is quite possible that parents read
the material and influence their children
accordingly). By inference, it seems likely that
young Canadians make their decisions based
largely on things heard “through the
grapevine,” but we have little way of knowing
what is being said through the grapevine or
why it is being said.
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The effectiveness of student assistance pro-
grams, like all other social programs, depends
in part on how well the intended recipients
understand them. If clients do not understand
a program and the incentive structure that
accompanies it, the intended clients are less
likely to use it. It is therefore useful to
examine high school students’ knowledge of
post-secondary student assistance programs,
as it is possible that an inadequate knowledge
of student assistance programs among
secondary students is creating a barrier to
post-secondary education.

As is often the case, data sources for this
important topic are limited. The best available
evidence comes primarily from Acumen’s
2001 University Applicant Survey. It is impor-
tant to note that these data are specific to
Ontario university students and the results are
neither nationally representative nor inclusive
of college students. There is, however, little
reason to believe that a national survey would
generate results significantly different from
those presented here.

Acumen asked applicants to Ontario
universities how much knowledge they had
regarding student loan programs. Applicants
could answer on a four-point scale — a “1”
indicated no knowledge of student assistance,
while a “4” indicated a great deal of knowl-
edge about student assistance.

Despite all the available government
brochures, publications, and web sites, the
student loan system remains a mystery to many
students. On average, students rated their own
knowledge of federal and provincial student aid
programs at just over 2.0, indicating that they
had “very little” knowledge of student assis-
tance. And students reported that they knew
considerably less about “back-end” features
related to repayment options and repayment

assistance programs (such as interest relief and
loan remission) than they did about the “front-
end” aspects of student assistance. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, knowledge of
student assistance was greatest among students
from low-income families (i.e., less than 
$25,000 per year) and lowest
among students from high-
income families. The knowl-
edge gap between income
levels is probably a result of
lower-income respondents
requiring government student
loans and higher income
respondents having to make
other arrangements to finance
their education. Students from high-income
families, who are unlikely to receive student
assistance, may be considered “rationally igno-
rant”. In other words, they do not know this
information because they do not need to know
it. Table 1.VII.1 and Figure 1.VII.1 outline the
different levels of knowledge with respect to the
various aspects of Canadian student assistance.

A similar but less pronounced pattern was
observed when respondents were sorted by
grade average. Respondents with averages of
less than 75% professed to have the most
knowledge of all aspects of student assistance,
while respondents with averages above 90%
reported the lowest level of knowledge overall.
The most obvious reason for this phenomenon
is that students with higher grades are less likely
to seek information on student financial
assistance as they may expect to receive large
amounts of merit-based aid at university. 
Figure 1.VII.2 outlines the different levels 
of knowledge of various aspects of student
assistance sorted by secondary school 
grade averages.
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The effectiveness 
of student assistance
programs, like all
other social programs,
depends in part 
on how well the
intended recipients 
understand them.

VII. STUDENTS’ KNOWLEDGE OF 
STUDENT FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE



One frequently cited barrier to attaining an
education is fear of debt. While we have a
general sense of the number of young people
who are deterred by “financial barriers,” we do
not know precisely how many of these people
specifically view “debt” as a deterrent, and to
what extent (if any) their fear of debt is
informed by a realistic appraisal of the amount
of debt they would need to incur to gain a
degree, diploma, or certificate. We do, however,
have some information about university appli-
cants’ expectations regarding student loan debt.

Acumen Research’s survey asked applicants
to estimate how much debt they would have
upon graduating with their first degree and how
many years they thought it would take to pay
off this debt. Overall, applicants’ expected debt
load upon graduation from their first program
ranged from $0 to $100,000, with an average of
$16,741.20. Not surprisingly, family income
levels and, to a lesser extent, high school grade
point averages are negatively correlated with
the expected debt load at graduation.
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TABLE 1.VII.1 — UNIVERSITY APPLICANTS’ REPORTED KNOWLEDGE OF STUDENT FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE

Source: Acumen Research’s 2001 University Applicant Study

ASPECT OF 
FINANCIAL DEGREE OF KNOWLEDGE
ASSISTANCE NOT AT ALL VERY LITTLE SOMEWHAT VERY MUCH DON’T KNOW
Federal  25.0% 39.7% 23.9% 5.0% 4.8%
government student  
loan programs
Provincial 22.5% 37.6% 26.4% 7.0% 4.6%
government student 
loan programs
Repayment 23.1% 37.0% 24.4% 9.1% 4.5%
responsibilities
Repayment options 26.2% 42.4% 19.3% 5.6% 4.6%
Repayment 29.9% 42.9% 16.4% 4.2% 4.8%
assistance
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Source: Acumen Research’s 2001 University Applicant Study



Despite the fact that students report
having a less than perfect grasp of student
assistance programs, Figure 1.VII.3 shows that,
on aggregate, they grasp two essential facts
about student assistance. First, they under-
stand that the lower one’s family income, the
greater the debt one is likely to accumulate.
Students from the lowest income backgrounds
(under $25,000/year) expect to graduate with
just over $23,000 in student debt; this figure
decreases steadily by income quintile. Second,
students seem to understand the relationship
between debt levels and the length of time
required to repay loans. Students from low-
income backgrounds expected to take five
years to repay their relatively large educa-
tional debt, while students from the highest
income brackets expected to take two years to
repay their relatively small educational debt.
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University applicants’ views about the size
of their expected debt are not as strongly
affected by grade point averages as they are
by family income. Students with averages of
95% or above believe that they will finish their
first degree with much lower amounts of debt
($12,707) than other students, presumably

because they expect to receive a significant
amount of money in merit-based awards.
Expected debt levels for all other reported
grade averages were fairly consistent, with
minimal fluctuations across achievement levels.
Figure 1.VII.4 shows the relationship between
expected debt and high school grades. 
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There are currently close to 1.7 million
Canadians enrolled in courses leading to
degrees, diplomas, and certificates at the
university, college, and trade/vocational
levels. The post-secondary population of the
country is therefore equivalent to just over 
5% of the Canadian population as a whole. If
students comprised a province, it would be
the country’s fifth largest, ahead of Manitoba,
Saskatchewan, and the four Atlantic
provinces. When considered as an occupa-
tional class, there are more students in the
country than there are farmers, fishers,
miners, forestry workers, utility workers, oil
and gas workers, and construction workers
combined. Yet despite the considerable
demographic “weight” of the student popula-
tion, relatively little information is available
about them.

We do know some basic facts: how many
students there are and what types of educa-
tion they are pursuing. These figures are
examined in Section II of this chapter, which
looks at total enrolment. The age and gender
composition of the student body is examined
in Section III. The two defining demographic
trends within the Canadian student body at
the moment are the decline in average age
and the rapid rise in female participation at
the university level.

While the overall numbers are important,
rising enrolment must be viewed within the
context of the overall youth population.
Section IV therefore concentrates on the

all-important participation rate — that is, the
proportion of the overall youth population
enrolled in post-secondary education. 
Detailed examination of participation rates by
age and gender shows an absolute decline in
participation rates in the late 1990s in Alberta,
Saskatchewan, Quebec, and amongst males.
While it is not clear what has caused these
decreases, Quebec’s inclusion in this list likely
rules out rising tuition fees as a cause, for the
province’s fees have remained frozen for the
past decade.

Participation rates do
not tell the entire story
about access to post-
secondary education. It is
important to know how
many people are accessing
post-secondary studies, but
it is also necessary to con-
sider who is accessing post-
secondary education. Data
on the socio-economic and ethnic back-
ground of students, which are examined in
Section V, suggest that the situation is not
ideal. While access to Canadian community
colleges is almost exactly equal across family
income quartiles, access to Canadian universi-
ties is much less balanced: children of families
from the highest income quartile are twice as
likely to attend university as the children of
families from the lowest income quartile. The
reason for this inequality of access is 
not entirely clear; tuition fees and financial
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barriers may play a role, but it is also possible
that academic selectivity may work against
young people from low-income backgrounds
who lack the social and cultural capital to
compete academically against students from
higher-income families. Whatever the case
may be, there is no obvious reason to believe
that this inequality is increasing over time. 

Data on specific student sub-populations
are particularly scarce. This lack can be
problematic, especially when policy-makers
are trying to create policy to assist these
specific sub-populations. Section VI looks at
the available data on Aboriginal students and
examines their remarkable enrolment
increases in recent years. The Aboriginal stu-
dent population is considerably older and has
a higher proportion of females than the
general student population, and Aboriginal
students are statistically less likely to be study-
ing in the hard sciences. Section VII summa-
rizes the not-very-satisfactory state of
knowledge about students with disabilities,
concluding that, insofar as we know anything
at all about this sub-population, we know that
students are reporting disabilities — particularly
learning disabilities — more frequently than in
the past.

Sections VIII and IX examine Canada’s
“trade” in students with the rest of the world
— that is, both international students in
Canada and Canadian students abroad. 
The most recent data show that Canada
receives over 60,000 students a year from

other countries, while sending slightly under
half that number to other countries. Students
come to Canada from a great number of
countries, and no single country dominates 
our student “imports.” While international
students come primarily from Asian countries,
there are also significant numbers of American
and French students present as well. Canadian
students abroad, on the other hand, are less
eclectic in their choice of destination: more
than three-quarters of Canadian students who
go abroad to study head south of the border
to an institution in the United States.

Section X shifts the perspective from the
international to the domestic, providing a
snapshot of where students study in Canada.
For the most part, Canadian students stay
within their province of residence to study,
particularly at the college level. The
geographic distribution of students across
Canada is thus roughly comparable to the
distribution of the population as a whole.
Certain provinces, particularly in the Atlantic
region, display significant levels of inter-
provincial mobility, while others, primarily
Ontario and Quebec, exhibit almost none. 

No discussion of the student body would
be complete without an examination of what
students are studying. Section XI provides a
brief overview of the distribution of students
among major fields of study at both the
college and university level, and identifies
disciplines in which there have been major
increases or decreases over the past decade.
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II. TOTAL ENROLMENT

In 1998–99, the last year for which complete
data are available from Statistics Canada for all
types of institutions, almost 1.65 million
Canadians were enrolled in university,
college, or trade/vocational programs. This 
is slightly less than the all-time high of 
1.72 million, observed in 1992–93. The
decrease stems entirely from significant
decreases in part-time enrolment in college
and university programs; full-time enrolment
is still at an all-time high. Figure 2.II.1 shows
trade/vocational, college, and university
enrolment trends in Canada since 1980.

UNIVERSITY ENROLMENT

Throughout the 1980s, enrolment in Canadian
universities increased steadily. Growth
stopped and then reversed quite suddenly in
the mid-1990s. This change was due to two
trends that began more or less simultaneously:
1) a nation-wide freeze in the growth of the
full-time student population, and 2) a sudden
decline in the number of part-time students in
all provinces except British Columbia and
Alberta. Neither phenomenon is particularly
well understood, although many theories
have been proposed. Since both events
coincided with a general rise in the price of
tuition, financial factors have frequently been
cited as the reason for the decline, although
the evidence presented in Section IV of
Chapter 1 tends to undermine this theory.
And, as shown in Chapter 1.V, there was a
tightening of the minimum entrance require-
ments for Canadian universities in the early
1990s, which may account for the levelling-off
of full-time enrolment, if not the decline in
part-time students.

The decline in part-time enrolment has
been linked by some to gender enrolment
patterns. For most of the 1970s, 1980s, and

early 1990s, female post-secondary students
tended to increase their academic qualifications
and upgrade their skills in order to participate
in the changing labour
market; they were therefore
less likely to enroll in full-
time university studies.
Since 1992, however, there
has been a decline in
female part-time enrolment,
largely due to the fact that
their educational qualifica-
tions are now roughly
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equivalent to those of males and they have
thus “caught up” in the labour market.1

Figure 2.II.2 compares total enrolment
numbers for full-time and part-time students
over the past two decades.

To some extent, these national data mask
shifts that have been occurring at the regional
level. Full-time university enrolment increased
in all provinces during the 1990s. In most
provinces, the increases ranged from 13% to
25% between 1987 and 1999, while British
Columbia’s full-time enrolment grew by over
40% during that time. Part-time enrolment was
less consistent across the country: there was

an increase of more than 25% in British
Columbia, but also decreases in excess of 40%
in Newfoundland and Prince Edward Island.
The increase in part-time enrolment in British
Columbia is most likely due to the creation or
expansion of several institutions, including 
the University of Northern British Columbia,
Royal Roads University, and the British
Columbia Open University. The smaller
increase in part-time students in Alberta stems
largely from increases at Athabasca University,
which, as one of the largest providers of
distance learning in the country, may in fact
be drawing part-time students from other
jurisdictions. Figure 2.II.3 outlines changes in
university enrolment by jurisdiction. 

Due to technical problems, Statistics
Canada has not been able to report on univer-
sity enrolment since 1998–99. Enrolment
figures since that time must therefore 
remain to some extent a matter of conjecture. 
However, according to Association of
Universities and Colleges of Canada 
(AUCC) enrolment estimates and reports 
from various universities across the country,
enrolment is climbing in Canada. In 2001,
AUCC estimated that university enrolment was
over 920,000 students. If correct, this would
mean that university enrolment has gone up
almost 9% (826,361 to 920,770) during the
three years since the last Statistics Canada
enrolment data were released. This increase
would represent the largest growth in 
enrolment for over a decade.

COLLEGE ENROLMENT

Trends in Canadian college enrolment differ
from trends in the university sector. While
part-time enrolment in both sectors declined
during the 1990s, full-time enrolment in
colleges continued growing well into the
1990s, levelling off in the middle of the
decade. Figure 2.II.4 shows the trends in
college enrolment from 1988–89 until 1998–99.

There are some fluctuations in part-time
and full-time college enrolment by province
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which are worth exploring further. Part-time
college enrolment declined in only three 
jurisdictions: New Brunswick, Quebec, and
Saskatchewan. The decline in Quebec —
which in absolute terms accounts for almost
100% of the national decline in part-time
students — appears to be the result of a
change in enrolment reporting practices. In
1992–93, the data for Quebec show a
decrease of approximately 50,000 students in
part-time college enrolment. Data from the
same year also show an enrolment increase of
about 50,000 students in trade/vocational
programs in Quebec. This strongly suggests
that the national decrease in part-time enrol-
ment at the college level is an accounting
quirk rather than a reflection of reality.

Full-time college enrolment is generally
on the rise in Canada. This is a result of
marked growth in seven provinces in
particular: Alberta, British Columbia, Ontario,
and the four Atlantic provinces. This increase
is likely attributable to population growth. 
In the Atlantic provinces, however, the 
rise appears to be at least partly the result of
changes in enrolment reporting practices. In
the exact inverse of the Quebec situation

mentioned above, some students previously
classified as “trade/vocational” were reclas-
sified as “college” students. It is probable that
poor labour markets and strategic expansions
of provincial college systems have contributed
to the increases as well. Figure 2.II.5 shows
percentage changes in full-time and part-time
enrolment at Canadian colleges.

TRADE AND VOCATIONAL ENROLMENT

Statistics Canada’s data on trade and voca-
tional enrolment are less comprehensive and
less reliable than similar data for the college
and university sectors. It is difficult to establish
reliable historical or even regional trends
because of frequent changes over time in the
definition of “trade/vocational” studies. What
can be said with a reasonable degree of
certainty is that, based on the present defini-
tion, there were close to 350,000 trade and
vocational students in Canada in the last year
for which statistics are available (1997–98),
and while this represents an increase
compared to earlier years, the increase can
probably be attributed in large part to changes
in enrolment reporting.
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There have been three significant trends in
Canadian post-secondary enrolment trends
with respect to age and gender since the
1980s. The first trend is the steady increase in

female participation across
all levels of education and
especially at the university
level. The second trend is
the absolute decrease in
male students at the univer-
sity level in the latter half of
the 1990s. The third trend is
the relative increase in
young students compared

to older students. Contrary to popular belief,
the average age of full-time post-secondary
students has gradually been decreasing, not
increasing. However, this phenomenon is not
apparent in equal measure at all educational
institutions and some notable differences
become apparent when the data are
examined by type of education.

AGE

Enrolment data from Statistics Canada show
that the full-time student population is, on the
whole, becoming younger. In the university,

college, and trade/vocational sectors, the
enrolment gap between 18- to 21-year-old
students and the rest of the age cohorts is
increasing, while the 26- to 29-year-old age
cohort is actually experiencing declining
enrolment. Figure 2.III.1 outlines the enrol-
ment differences for full-time students by age
and level of education.

Data on part-time students reveal an even
more striking pattern. Most part-time students
in Canadian universities are over the age of
30, but the average age of part-time students
is falling quickly. The only age group in
which the number of part-time students has
grown during the 1990s is the 18- to 
21-year-old group. The 22- to 25-year-old age
group ended the decade at more or less the
same level at which it began, while the
number of 26- to 29-year-olds enrolled in 
part-time university studies decreased by
approximately 20%. The most significant
decrease in the number of part-time university
students was observed in the largest age
cohort: by the end of the decade, the number
of part-time students aged 30 or over had
decreased by almost a third from the 1992
peak level. Figure 2.III.2 shows the evolution
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of part-time university student enrolment over
the past two decades. Comparable data for
colleges is not displayed due to the extremely
low rate of age reporting for part-time college
students. No part-time enrolment data is avail-
able for trade/vocational students.

GENDER

The major trend in the past two decades
concerning gender in Canadian post-
secondary education has occurred almost
exclusively within the university sector. While
the number of female students enrolled on a
full-time basis in both the college and
trade/vocational systems has increased, their
share of overall enrolment in these two
sectors remains more or less unchanged over
the period in question — i.e., female full-time
students slightly outnumber male full-time
students in the college sector, while male 
full-time students outnumber females in the
trade/vocational sector. In universities,
however, an entirely different phenomenon
has been observed. Female students
accounted for approximately three-quarters of
the growth in full-time enrolment during the

1980s and 1990s; as a result, their share of the
entire full-time university population
increased from 45% to 55%. Female enrolment
still lags behind male enrolment in a few
select fields of study, such as the physical
sciences and engineering, but in most fields of
study females are now the majority. This shift
was not caused solely by increases in female
enrolment. In absolute terms, there were
fewer males enrolled in universities in 1999
than in 1992. Figure 2.III.3 shows the changes
in full-time enrolment over time by gender
and level of education.

There are no striking patterns in part-time
enrolment when examined by gender. It is
clear, however, that both the growth and
decline in the number of part-time students
was largely female-driven. While male
students contributed to both the growth and
decline in part-time enrolment, it was to a
much lesser extent than females. Figure 2.III.4
shows changes in part-time enrolment over
time by gender and level of education. No
part-time enrolment data are available for
trade/vocational students.
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When studying trends in post-secondary
enrolment, it is important to examine not just
total enrolment but also the number of
enrolled students vis-à-vis the the size of the
general population. This ratio is known as the
“participation rate.” Studying enrolment on
the basis of participation rates permits further
investigation into background factors such as
age, gender, and socio-economic status. The
best available evidence on participation rates
comes from the AUCC and Statistics Canada.

Not surprisingly, across Canada and
around the world, the 18- to 21-year-old age
cohort has the highest participation rate in
post-secondary education. It is therefore
considered the “standard” measurement of
participation. In Canada, unfortunately, there
is no “standard” frontier between secondary
and post-secondary education. In eight
provinces and three territories, students have
12 years of primary and secondary education,
followed by entry into a post-secondary
institution. In Quebec, they undertake 11
years of primary and secondary education,

followed by two years of college, and 
then enter university-level studies. Ontario
students complete 13 years
of primary and secondary
education before entering
into post-secondary educa-
tion (until 2003, when
Ontario will adopt the 
12-year system in place in
eight other provinces). As a
result, simply reporting the
participation rates for 18- to
21-year-olds is misleading,
because it puts Ontario and
Quebec at a disadvantage
compared to the rest of the country. This
should be borne in mind when examining
participation rate statistics. 

FULL-TIME PARTICIPATION RATES

Full-time participation rates in both universi-
ties and colleges have steadily increased over
the past two decades, irrespective of the 
age cohort being considered. University
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participation rates grew rapidly in the 1980s,
primarily due to a doubling in the participa-
tion rates of young females. University partic-
ipation rates for males increased more slowly
than the rates for females in the 1980s, and by
the end of the 1990s were beginning to decline.
Full-time college participation rates did not
begin to increase until the early 1990s, but since
then have risen by about one-third of a percent-
age point per year for both males and females.
Figure 2.IV.1 shows the full-time Canadian
participation rate for 18- to 21-year-olds.

The other two remaining age groups of
statistical importance are the 22- to 25-year-old
and 26- to 29-year-old cohorts. While there are
certainly individuals over 30 years of age in
the post-secondary system, so many people
from this age cohort are in the labour force
that their educational participation rates are so
small as to be barely worth noting. 

Unlike the 18- to 21-year-old age group,
in which participation rates for universities
and colleges overlap considerably, the univer-
sity participation rates for older age groups
are notably higher than their college par-
ticipation rates. This distinction presumably

reflects the fact that university programs take
longer than college programs to complete.
The university participation rate for individu-
als aged 22 to 25 has almost doubled in the
past two decades, in large part due to a nearly
three-fold growth in female participation
rates. College participation rates have also
doubled. Interestingly, however, participation
rates for this age group do not differ
significantly by gender. This contrasts 
with college participation rates for the 18- to 
21-year-old age group, for which male partici-
pation rates are approximately three percent-
age points higher than female ones. Figure
2.IV.2 breaks down the participation rate for
22- to 25-year-olds in college and university. 

Participation rates for individuals aged 
26 to 29 have increased by about 50% in both
universities and colleges over the past 
20 years, but they remain relatively small 
(3% for universities and 1% for colleges).
Again, female university participation rates are
growing faster than the participation rates of
other groups, but within the 26- to 29-year-old
age group, female participation rates did not
yet equal male participation rates in 1998–99
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(there is little doubt, however, that this 
will happen early in the 2000s, if it has not
happened already). Figure 2.IV.3 shows the
college and university participation rates for
the 26- to 29-year-old age group.

University participation rates differ signifi-
cantly across the country. While the national
participation rate for 18- to 21-year-olds was just
over 17% in 1998–99, provincial participation
rates for the same academic year varied from
34% in Nova Scotia to 12% in Quebec and
British Columbia. Figures 2.IV.4, .5, and .6 show
the university participation rates for Canadians
aged 18 to 21 in Atlantic Canada, central
Canada, and western Canada, respectively.

Full-time university participation rates for
18- to 21-year-olds in all four Atlantic provinces
are significantly higher than the national
average. Nova Scotia’s participation rate —
which, at 34%, is exactly double the national
average — is somewhat inflated by the pres-
ence of a large number of out-of-province
students, but even without these “imports,”
Nova Scotia’s participation rate for 18- to 
21 year-olds would still be between 25% and 30%.

The participation rate in Prince Edward Island
has declined markedly in recent years, but this
appears to be the result of more students
choosing to study out of province rather than
a decrease in overall attainment.

The high university participation rates in
Atlantic Canada are explained in part by the
fact that, until very recently, the college
systems in these provinces were extremely
small, leaving many youth to choose, in effect,
between “university or nothing.” While the
college systems in these provinces are now
beginning to expand, it is not yet clear if their
growth will, over time, reduce university
participation rates to levels comparable to
those seen in other provinces.

Figure 2.IV.5 shows full-time university
participation rates in Ontario and Quebec for
both the 18- to 21-year-old and 19- to 
22-year-old age groups. Both age groups are
included in order to demonstrate the effect of
institutional structures on participation rates
(as noted above, in both Quebec and Ontario
most students do not begin university until
they are 19, making comparisons between
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participation rates for 18- to 21-year-olds 
in Ontario and Quebec and those in other 
provinces slightly misleading). Using the 
19- to 22-year-old age cohort instead of the
18- to 21-year-old cohort as a basis for com-
parison with other provinces, Ontario’s partic-
ipation rate is the third-highest in the country
(behind Nova Scotia and New Brunswick)
and Quebec’s participation rate is much closer
to the national average than is its participation
rate for 18- to 21-year-old students.

Regardless of which age group is consid-
ered, Quebec’s university participation rates
have undergone a slight decline in the late
1990s. Quebec is not the only province to
experience a decrease in the latter half of the
1990s — Saskatchewan, Alberta, and Prince
Edward Island all experienced a similar
phenomenon. Quebec, however, is the only
province to have experienced a decline in
participation while at the same time freezing
tuition fees for a decade. If the purpose of

Quebec’s tuition fee freeze was to increase
participation in post-secondary education,
then it is clear that this policy has not had the
desired results. While the data do not neces-
sarily suggest that tuition fees can be raised
without fear of deterring participation, they do
suggest that low tuition is not necessarily an
effective method of increasing participation.

Figure 2.IV.6 shows full-time university
participation rates in western Canada for 
18- to 21-year-olds. Data from the western
provinces show a mixed picture. Participation
rates are rising in British Columbia, remain
steady in Manitoba, and are decreasing
slightly in Saskatchewan and Alberta. 
The participation rate is greater than the
national average in two western provinces
(Saskatchewan and Manitoba) and below the
national average in the other two provinces
(Alberta and British Columbia). The reasons
for these differences appear to be largely insti-
tutional; in recent years, both Alberta and
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British Columbia have avoided large new
investments in universities and have instead
pursued a strategy of investing heavily in
colleges, which are geographically dispersed
and deliver both college programs and
university transfer courses. 

As shown in Figure 2.IV.7, provincial
college participation rates can vary widely.
Quebec, which requires a college (Cegep)
diploma as an entrance requirement for
university, has a significantly higher college
participation rate than other provinces and
therefore boosts the national average. Without
Quebec, the national college participation rate
for 18- to 21-year-olds would be just over half

the university participation rate for the same
age group at 10%. At slightly less than 13%,
Ontario’s college participation rate for 18- to
21-year-olds is the second highest in the
country. Alberta and British Columbia also
have college participation rates at or above
10%. In Atlantic Canada, college participation
rates range from Newfoundland’s 9% to 
Nova Scotia’s 6%, and all four Atlantic
provinces experienced rapid growth in
participation rates in the latter half of the 
1990s. Saskatchewan and Manitoba have the 
lowest college participation rates for 18- to 
21-year-olds in the country (less than 3%). 
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PART-TIME PARTICIPATION RATES

Part-time participation rates in Canada continue
to remain low. In fact, part-time participation
rates for college, regardless of age cohort, are
less than 1%. As far as universities are
concerned, there has been a slight increase in
participation rates for the 22- to 25-year-old
cohort, but it has levelled off in recent years.

Figure 2.IV.8 shows part-time participation
rates at Canadian universities sorted by age
from 1980–81 to 1998–99. Comparable data for
colleges are not displayed due to the extremely
low rate of age reporting for part-time college
students. No part-time enrolment data are
available for trade/vocational students.
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One of the key policy questions in the field 
of post-secondary education is whether 
such education is equally “accessible” to all.
In other words, do people of different back-
grounds (primarily socio-economic and
ethnic) have the same opportunity to attend
post-secondary education?

SOCIO-ECONOMIC ORIGIN

The most recent data on socio-economic
status and post-secondary education partici-
pation rates come from the first — and, to
date, only — panel of the Survey of Labour
and Income Dynamics (SLID). This survey,
conducted annually from 1993 to 1998,

provides information on the
demographic characteristics
(age, sex, marital status,
immigrant status, visible
minority status, region of
birth of parents, household
characteristics, economic
family characteristics, etc.),

labour market characteristics, education, and
income of the general population. The 
first panel of SLID followed a sample of 
31,000 Canadians aged 15 and over.

Because SLID is a longitudinal panel
study, individuals were followed for 
six years (i.e., between 1993 and 1998). The
total number of young people aged 18- to 
21-years-old in SLID was 1,890. Given the
limited number of young people in the
survey, all individuals in the survey whose
sixteenth birthday occurred between 1993 and
1996 were aggregated to constitute a single
group of 18- to 21-year-olds in 1998. This
aggregation of cohorts helped overcome
problems of variability in the data. 

When divided by income quartile, an
examination of the educational careers of this
cohort reveals marked differences in post-
secondary participation rates, although these
differences are perhaps not as significant 
as is popularly believed. Figure 2.V.1 shows 
the overall differences in post-secondary
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Source: Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics
Notes: a Lowest quartile = $33,000 or less; lower-middle = $33,000 to $50,000; 
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lower-middle quartiles are significant at .05 or better; all other percentage point 
differences are statistically insignificant.

One of the key policy
questions in the field 
of post-secondary 
education is whether
such education is
equally “accessible” 
to all.



participation by income quartile. Among the
highest income quartile, more than 70% of 
18- to 21-year-olds had participated in some
form of post-secondary education by 1998.
Among the lowest income quartile, 56% of
young people had done so. In the two mid-
range family-income quartiles, just over 60% of
18- to 21-year-olds had participated in some
form of post-secondary education.

Significant differences in participation
rates are found when university and college
participation rates are disaggregated. Among
18- to 21-year-olds in the highest family-
income quartile, about 40% attended univer-
sity at some point, which made them
two times more likely than those from 
low-income families to have pursued at least
some university studies. Figure 2.V.2 shows
the differences in university participation
sorted by after-tax income. 

With respect to college studies,
almost 29% of young people aged 18 to 21 in
SLID had attended a community college,
cegep, or trade school. Figure 2.V.3 displays

the differences in college participation by
income, but it should be noted that differ-
ences in college participation rates across
family income groups were not statistically
significant.

In SLID, the majority of young people
aged 18 to 21 from low-income families who
had pursued any post-secondary education
went to college. Among those from 
high-income families who had pursued any
post-secondary education, the majority went
to university. On the whole, universities are
both more expensive than colleges and have
more selective admissions policies. Whether 
it is the selectivity or the cost that creates 
the differences between high-income and 
low-income participation rates cannot be
determined on the basis of these data.

SLID is not the only source of data on the
socio-economic background of students. An
earlier study using data from the 1986 and
1994 versions of Statistics Canada’s General
Social Survey (GSS)2 confirms the basic
pattern revealed by SLID. 
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quartiles are significant at .01; all other percentage point differences are statistically insignificant.

2. Statistics Canada initiated the GSS in 1985; it covers major topics of importance over a five-year period. The GSS
has two principle objectives: 1) to gather data on a fairly regular basis 
about social trends in order to monitor changes in Canadian society over time, and 2) to provide 
information on particular current or emergent policy issues. GSS is a continuing program with a single survey
cycle each year.



Brigitte Bouchard and John Zhao, writing
in Statistics Canada’s Education Quarterly
Review, examined changes in university
participation rates according to socio-
economic status3 (SES) from 1986 to 1994.
They found that participation rates for all
socio-economic groups rose in this period.
The most striking change between the two
time periods was the rapid growth in enrol-
ment among individuals in the middle SES
group. In 1986, this group’s participation rate
was barely higher than that of the lowest
socio-economic group, but by 1994 a signifi-
cant gap had opened up between the two
groups. The participation rate of the lowest
income group increased from 13.7% to 18.3%
(an improvement of 33.5%), while the partici-
pation rate of the middle income group 
rose from 14.5% to 25.3% (an increase of
74.5%). This finding, shown in Figure 2.V.4, has
caused much recent discussion about a “parti-
cipation gap” in post-secondary education.

Whether these data are actually a cause
for concern is a matter of perspective. As we
have seen, differences in participation rates by
SES exist in universities but not in colleges.
The data do show that the gap between the
middle and low SES groups was opening
between 1986 and 1994; at the same time,
they also show that the gap between the
middle and high SES groups was closing.
While the gap between the highest and lowest
SES groups was increasing in absolute terms
(the participation rate for the high SES group
increased by 7.3 percentage points compared
to 4.6 percentage points for the low SES
group), it was decreasing in relative terms
(participation increased by 33.5% for the
lower SES group and only 22% for the high
SES group). Finally, none of these gaps are
caused by a decline in participation for any
group; rather they are caused by differing
rates of increase, which is a less worrisome
phenomenon.
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FIGURE 2.V.3 — PROPORTION OF 18- TO 21-YEAR-OLDS HAVING ATTENDED COLLEGE 
BETWEEN 1993 AND 1998 BY AFTER-TAX FAMILY INCOME 

Source: Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics

3. The family socio-economic status (SES) of young people in the GSS was operationally defined by the Blishen
socio-economic index, based on the father’s occupation when the respondent was 
15 years old. The index is available in the Public Use Sample Files for the 1994 GSS. Young people were divided
into three SES groups: those whose father’s occupation fell into the highest quartile of the Blishen index (“high
SES”); those whose father’s occupation fell into the middle half of the Blishen index (“middle SES”); and those
whose father’s occupation fell into the lowest quartile of the Blishen index, as well as those who did not have
a father or father-substitute at the age of 15 or whose father was not employed (“low SES”). The father’s 
occupation was preferred to the mother’s occupation for the purposes of this definition because a much higher
proportion of respondents’ fathers belonged to the labour force.



ETHNICITY

Unfortunately, there are relatively few data
from which to draw conclusions about the
ethnic composition of the student body. The
best available evidence on the topic comes
from the Institute for Social Research at York
University and the Canadian Undergraduate
Survey Consortium’s Graduating Students
Survey 2000. 

The Institute for Social Research has done
extensive research into undergraduate enrol-
ment trends. In a 1994 survey of arts students,
about 65% (n=492) of students entering York
University described their background as
“European,” with most of the remainder (24%)
identifying themselves primarily as Chinese,
South Asian, or another Asian sub-population.
In 1993, the Student Environment Group4

conducted a seven campus survey, which
asked various questions related to students’

background and high school experiences.
Sixty-five percent of the respondants
described themselves as “white,” 28% as East,
South, or South-East Asian and the balance
described themselves as “Black,” “North
American Indian,” or “other.”

The Canadian Undergraduate Survey
Consortium, which surveys a more extensive
population than the Institute for Social
Research or the Student Environment Group,
asked over 6,000 students at 20 university
campuses whether they considered them-
selves to be a member of a “visible minority.”
Overall, 13% of students did. The numbers
were considerably higher (17% vs. 7%) at
large institutions (which tend to be in large
urban centres) than at small ones (which tend
to be in smaller communities). 
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4. The Student Environment Group was created in 1993 by the University of Guelph. Other 
institutions involved in it were the University of Calgary, King’s College at the University of Western Ontario,
the University of Toronto, Nipissing University, Ryerson Polytechnic University, the University of Guelph, and
Brock University.



While it is true that Aboriginal participation
and attainment rates for post-secondary
education continue to lag behind those of
non-Aboriginal students, it is also true that the
number of Aboriginal students studying at the
post-secondary level in Canada has increased
significantly over the last 30 years; in fact, 
the number has increased at a much faster 
rate than it has in the general population. 

Due to a combination of
improved funding and
increased Aboriginal control
of educational institutions,
the number of Aboriginal
students enrolled each year
at Canadian institutions has
increased several times over
in the past two decades.

If this success story has
gone unreported, it is due in
part to the limitations of the
data sources from which
this information is derived.
Aboriginal students are not
required to identify them-
selves as such when they
register at an educational

institution. Data derived from institutional
sources — including data from Statistics
Canada —  therefore cannot properly establish
Aboriginal enrolment patterns.

The only consistent source of data on
this subject — the number of Registered 
or Status Indians5 who receive funding
through Indian and Northern Affairs Canada
(INAC) — is unfortunately an incomplete
one, as it excludes the large numbers of
Métis, Inuit, and non-Status Indians studying
in Canada, as well as Status Indians who do
not use INAC funding in order to pursue
post-secondary education.6 Nevertheless,
since Status Indians make up more than half
of the country’s Aboriginal population and
most appear to use INAC funding, the 
data can at least provide a starting point 
for analysis.

The story revealed by these data is
remarkable. In the late 1970s, there were
approximately 4,100 Status Indian students
enrolled at Canadian colleges and universities.
By 2001, the number was almost 27,000 — an
increase of nearly 700%. Figure 2.VI.1 outlines
increases in Status Indian enrolment in
Canada over the past two decades. 
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5. INAC defines a Registered Indian or Status Indian as a person registered or entitled to be registered as an Indian
according to the Indian Act. Approximately half of the Registered Indians in Canada are “treaty Indians” — that
is, persons who are affiliated with an Indian First Nation or band which signed a treaty with the Crown. In the
1996 Census, question 21 of the long form identified a Registered Indian as someone who is registered under
the Indian Act. The question made it clear that this included those who consider themselves “treaty Indians” or
“Status Indians,” as long as they were also registered under the Indian Act, and that it also included those who
were registered as a result of the 1985 amendments to the Indian Act (often referred to as Bill C-31). The size
and composition of the Registered Indian population has changed substantially since the mid-1980s, partly
because of the reinstatement of individuals or new registrants following the 1985 amendments to the Indian
Act. These changes were greater during the 1986–1991 period than during the 1991–1996 period; nevertheless,
between 1991 and 1996, about 31,000 individuals were registered as a result of the amendments. This number
represented about 5% of the Registered Indian population in 1996, and about 31% of the net Aboriginal popu-
lation growth between 1991 and 1996.

6. These data have some limitations, because the enrolment numbers only include Status Indians who have
applied for and are receiving funding through INAC programs. These data also have some gaps with respect to
the Northwest Territories and the Yukon.

While it is true that
Aboriginal participation
and attainment rates
for post-secondary
education continue 
to lag behind those 
of non-Aboriginal
students, it is also true
that the number of
Aboriginal students
studying at the post-
secondary level in
Canada has increased
significantly over 
the last 30 years.



Setting aside the overall increase in
enrolment in Canada during the past 
20 years, the surge in enrolment among
Status Indians is probably a cumulative effect
of four distinct processes. The first of these
processes was the shifting of primary and
secondary eduction to First Nations’ control
in the 1970s. In 1972, the National Indian
Brotherhood (now known as the Assembly of
First Nations) presented the Government of
Canada with a paper entitled Indian Control
of Indian Education, which laid out First
Nations communities’ desire to have their
children’s education guided by their own
communities’ traditions and values. The
following year, First Nations were granted
local control of education.7

A second factor contributing to the sharp
rise in enrolment was the increased federal
government funding for students in post-
secondary education and the creation of the
Post-Secondary Student Support Program
(PSSSP) for Status Indian students. The
program was designed to cover tuition and
ancillary fees, as well as living allowances
and travel expenses.

The third factor is what is known as the
“ethnic shift” effect — that is, part of the
increase in student numbers is due to a
change in the number of people identifying
themselves as Status Indians. This process was
no doubt aided by the expanded definition of
“Status Indian” that occurred when the Indian
Act was revised in 1986.

Finally, the expansion of Aboriginal
studies programs at many Canadian univer-
sities and the creation of the Saskatchewan
Indian Federated College in Regina, 
which is the nation’s first Aboriginal-
controlled post-secondary institution, has
also helped bring about an increase in 
Aboriginal enrolment.

Status Indian students are more likely to
study at Canadian colleges and trade/
vocational institutes than universities.
According to 2001 Status Indian post-
secondary education data from INAC, there
are almost 3,500 more Aboriginal students in
colleges and trade/vocational institutes 
than in universities. This is the reverse of the 
situation for the population as a whole, 
in which more people are enrolled in 
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universities than in colleges. Figure 2.VI.2
breaks down the types of institutions at
which Status Indians study.

The data for Status Indian students differ
in interesting ways from the data for the
Canadian student population as a whole. In
terms of gender, female Status Indian
students outnumber their male counterparts
by a ratio of more than 2:1; in 1999–2000, the
ratio was 67%:33%.8 This ratio is slightly
greater than the ratio for the overall post-
secondary population. The age breakdown of
Status Indians enrolled in post-secondary
studies is considerably different from that of
the general student population; the average
age of Status Indian students is about 30,
compared to under 25 for the general
population. Figure 2.VI.3 shows the post-
secondary enrolment differences for Status
Indians by age group.

In terms of subjects studied, there are not
many major differences between the fields of
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8. INAC, 2001: 76.
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FIGURE 2.VI.2 — STATUS INDIAN ENROLMENT BREAKDOWN 
BY TYPE OF INSTITUTION IN 2001a

Source: INAC database
Notes: a Data are based on actual enrolment numbers whenever 

possible; however, in some instances it is necessary to make
regional estimates since not all Indian bands submit full 
enrolment data regarding educational funds dispersed.
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Source: INAC’s education program data 2001
Notes: a These figures only include students for whom detailed information was available. Each year 

regions provide detailed information about students enrolled post-secondary education at a 
particular point in time (November 1). As a result, the data may not include students enrolled 
in winter, spring, or summer sessions.

b INAC’s data do not include students who have sought other avenues of educational financing.



study chosen by Status Indians and those
chosen by the general student population.
INAC data from 1999–2000 show that nearly
three-quarters of all Status Indian students
studying at universities are enrolled in just
five areas of study. The top five areas are:
general arts and science (24.6%), business
and commerce (19.7%), social sciences and 
services (17.2%), education (8.7%), and
health professions (4.9%). The Status Indian
population is thus somewhat more likely to
be in arts and science and business
commerce and less likely to be in engineer-
ing and applied sciences than the general
population (see Section XI of this chapter for
overall enrolment data). 

Not surprisingly, the geographic distribu-
tion of Status Indians reflects the distribution
of First Nations’ populations across the

country. The institutions with the largest
Status Indian populations are all located in
western Canada and northern Ontario, where
Aboriginal population density is the highest.
Over 20% of the Status Indians studying in
Canada are enrolled at just ten institutions.
Figure 2.VI.4 shows the breakdown of the top
ten colleges and universities attended by
Status Indians. 

There is no concrete source of data
concerning Aboriginal or Métis students who
are not Status Indians. However, while we
know virtually nothing about this group of
people as students per se, we do know some-
thing about them once they graduate.
Statistics Canada, through data obtained via
the census, can estimate the educational
attainment rates of different Aboriginal groups
with some degree of reliability.
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FIGURE 2.VI.4 — TOP TEN COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES ATTENDED BY STATUS INDIANS IN 1999–2000a

Source: INAC’s 1999–2000 enrolment database
Notes: a The total number of enrolled students per institution is calculated by INAC based on responses from 

Indian bands. If a band does not respond, a INAC regional office supplies estimates in the place of 
actual numbers. The number listed for each institution is therefore not to be viewed as a precise census 
but rather the best available information.



Table 2.VI.1 shows that the participa-
tion/attainment rates for Aboriginals who were
not Status Indians were higher than those for
Status Indians at all age levels, but still lower
than those for the population as a whole. 

Assuming that non-Status Indian
Aboriginals comprise about 40% of the total
Aboriginal population and that their partic-
ipation rates are related in a reasonably

consistent manner to the rates shown in Table
2.VI.1, one could reasonably infer that the
Status Indian student population represents
almost exactly half of the country’s total
Aboriginal student population. This would
imply an Aboriginal student population of
approximately 54,000 students in the last year
for which data are available (1999–2000).
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TABLE 2.VI.1 — PROPORTION OF CANADIANS PURSUING OR HAVING PURSUED ANY POST-SECONDARY
EDUCATION IN 1996

Source: Indian and Northern Affairs Canada’s 1996 Research and Analysis Directorate and Aboriginal 
Post-Secondary Education and Labour Market Outcomes Canada 1996

AGE STATUS INDIANS OTHER ABORIGINAL PEOPLE OTHER CANADIANS
15–24 20% 29% 41%
25–44 49% 58% 64%
45–64 37% 47% 50%
65+ 10% 20% 20%
Total 37% 47% 51%



While many reports on students with disa-
bilities have been released in the past decade,
enrolment data are still limited — if they exist
at all. Enrolment information on students 
with disabilities is derived from individuals
who choose to identify themselves as such 
and therefore probably does not accurately 
represent the population. Institutional 
estimates usually amount to no more than
“best guesses.”

The standard definition of a “disability” is
necessarily somewhat flexible: disability is not
a static state, and single descriptions often
cannot account for the multitude of 
circumstances that individuals face. Many
Canadian post-secondary institutions define 
as “disabled” any person who, because 
of a persistent/permanent physical, sen-
sory, speech/communication, health/medical,
psychological/psychiatric, developmental,
learning, or other disability, experiences diffi-
culties in accessing employment, education,
or community participation. This definition
includes people who identify themselves as
having more than one disability.9

In 1991, Statistics Canada produced the
Health and Activity Limitation Survey (HALS).
HALS was a national post-census survey of
approximately 35,000 Canadians with disabili-
ties and 113,000 without disabilities. Based on
population estimates derived from these data,
HALS found there were approximately 
2.2 million Canadian household-residents
between the age of 15 and 64 who had a
disability (or roughly 13% of working age
adults in Canada). The survey also estimated
that there were 112,000 college, Cegep, and
university students with disabilities enrolled in
post-secondary education in Canada. This
represented 7% of total enrolment at the time.

In 1999, the Canadian Association of
Disability Service Providers in Post-Secondary

Education (CADSPPE) released a comprehen-
sive report on students with disabilities. While
this document did not challenge or modify the
HALS report’s conclusion that 7% of the student
body has a disability, it did note an emerging
pattern that could lead to an increase in this
figure in the future. According to the report,
institutional Offices for Students with Dis-
abilities have seen a significant increase in the
number of students with disabilities identify-
ing themselves as such in the past 20 years. In
particular, the number of students reporting a
learning disability tripled over the course 
of the 1990s. Wider availability of special
needs testing for students, increased physical 
access at institutions, and
the creation of the Canada
Study Grants for Students
with Disabilities (which
provide funds to mitigate
the extra study costs
incurred as a result of
disabilities) were all cited as
possible causes of the trend
towards increased self-
identification of disabilities.

One final source of
information on students
with disabilities is the Canadian Under-
graduate Survey Consortium. In its 2000
survey, the consortium asked graduating
students at 20 universities across the country
about their disability status. Approximately 5%
(n=6,358) identified themselves as having 
at least one disability. The most commonly
identified types of disability were “learning,”
“mental health,” and “hearing.” While some-
what lower than estimates from HALS and
CADSPPE, this figure is still relatively consis-
tent with earlier estimates. 
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VII. STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

9. Faba and White 2000, 24.

Enrolment information
on students with
disabilities is derived
from individuals who
choose to identify
themselves as 
such and therefore 
probably does not
accurately represent
the population.



Since the 1980s, the overall number of inter-
national students studying at Canadian post-
secondary institutions has increased by almost
35%, primarily through increased enrolment
in the college and trade and vocational
systems. For most of the 1990s, however,
international enrolment actually declined —

the exception being the end
of the decade, during which
an upward spike in inter-
national enrolment seems to
have occurred. Data from
1999–2000 and preliminary
data from 2000–01 seem 
to indicate that between 
1999 and 2001 international 

enrolment surged by nearly 30%, with the in-
crease more or less evenly split between col-
leges and undergraduate university programs.

Canada hosts international university
students from around the world. In 1995, 40%
came from five countries: France, the United
States, China, Hong Kong, and Malaysia.10

However, the number of students from Hong
Kong has drastically declined over the past
decade, largely because of the transfer of

Hong Kong to the People’s Republic of 
China in 1997.11 The number of students 
from South Korea, on the other hand, has
increased remarkably, and in 1999–2000,
South Korea became — for the first time since
international enrolment data have been
collected — the number one provider of inter-
national students to the post-secondary
education system in Canada. The 5,400 South
Korean college and university students in
Canada accounted for just under 10% of total
international student enrolment. The number
of American students, which has always been
substantial in Canada, has steadily increased
since 1993 and is now above 5,000. Students
from China and Taiwan have also been
arriving in increasing numbers. Conversely,
the number of university exchange students
originating from India, Malaysia, and the
United Kingdom has been decreasing or
fluctuating over the past decade. The numbers
of students from most other countries have
either remained constant or declined during
the same period. Figure 2.VIII.1 shows trends
in the presence of international students from
various countries over the past decade.
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VIII. INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN CANADA

10. AUCC, 1999.

11. Kane and Humphries, 1999.

Since the 1980s, the
overall number of 
international students
studying at Canadian
post-secondary institu-
tions has increased 
by almost 35%.

TABLE 2.VIII.1 — INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN CANADA BY TYPE OF STUDY FROM 1990–91 TO 2000–01

Source: Canadian Bureau of International Education’s National Report on International Students in Canada 2000–01 
Notes: a Estimates are based on the Canadian Bureau of International Education’s interpretation of preliminary data from

Citizenship and Immigration Canada. The values may vary by +/-15%.

UNIVERSITY ALL POST-SECONDARY
YEAR COLLEGE/TRADE UNDERGRADUATE GRADUATE ALL UNIVERSITIES INSTITUTIONS
1990–91 18,508 20,328 14,859 35,187 53,695
1991–92 17,751 21,748 15,286 37,034 54,785
1992–93 18,509 21,596 15,220 36,816 55,325
1993–94 18,029 20,354 15,097 35,451 53,480
1994–95 15,950 19,141 14,285 33,426 49,376
1995–96 15,884 18,223 13,312 31,435 47,419
1996–97 18,617 18,468 13,214 31,682 50,299
1997–98 17,791 20,026 13,085 33,111 50,902
1998–99 14,661 22,158 13,398 35,556 50,217
1999–00 17,474 26,776 14,595 42,371 58,845
2000–01a 20,000 29,077 14,999 44,076 64,076



A plurality of Canada’s international
students attended college or university in the
province of Ontario in 1998–99. The province
has, however, been receiving a declining
share of the country’s international students
for some time. In contrast, international
student enrolment in British Columbia and

Quebec has increased steadily during the past
decade. The increase in British Columbia is
more or less constant for all levels of educa-
tion, whereas the increase in Quebec is
primarily restricted to undergraduate students.
Of particular note in Quebec are French
nationals at all universities (these students
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FIGURE 2.VIII.1 — TOP TEN COUNTRIES OF ORIGIN FOR INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN CANADA 
FROM 1990–91 TO 2000–01

Source: Canadian Bureau of International Education’s National Report on International Students 
in Canada 1998–99 and 2000–01

TABLE 2.VIII.2 — INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS AT CANADIAN UNIVERSITIES BY PROVINCE AND 
LEVEL OF EDUCATION IN 1998–99a

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

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

INTERNATIONAL INTERNATIONAL TOTAL 
INTER- UNDERGRADUATE GRADUATE INTERNATIONAL 

NATIONAL STUDENTS AS INTER- STUDENTS AS A TOTAL STUDENTS AS A
UNDER- A PERCENTAGE NATIONAL PERCENTAGE OF INTER- PERCENTAGE OF 

GRADUATE OF ALL UNDER- GRADUATE ALL GRADUATE NATIONAL TOTAL UNIVERSITY 
PROVINCE STUDENTS GRADUATES STUDENTS STUDENTS STUDENTS ENROLMENT
NF 160 1.4% 275 19.9% 435 3.2%
PE 76 2.8% 15 83.0% 91 2.9%
NS 1,496 5.1% 374 12.7% 1,870 5.7%
NB 674 3.8% 193 14.8% 867 5.4%
QC 7,861 6.7% 5,313 22.7% 13,174 6.3%
ON 6,228 2.6% 3,606 15.0% 9,834 3.8%
MB 707 3.3% 299 14.4% 1,006 3.6%
SK 655 2.8% 456 21.8% 1,111 4.0%
AB 1,519 2.9% 1,013 18.3% 2,532 4.1%
BC 2,782 4.8% 1,854 33.5% 4,636 6.4%
Total 26,776 4.7% 14,595 20.5% 35,556 4.8%



enjoy generous tuition fee subsidies due to a
bilateral agreement between the Government
of France and the Government of Quebec)
and the significant number of American
students, primarily at McGill University.12 Most
other provinces have maintained relatively
stable numbers of international students; in
1999, Alberta, Nova Scotia, and Saskatchewan
had the most international students after
Quebec, Ontario, and British Columbia. Table

2.VIII.2 shows the levels of international
student enrolment at Canadian universities by
province and level of education in 1998–99
and indicates the proportion of overall enrol-
ment in each province that is accounted for 
by international students. Figure 2.VIII.2 
shows the relative changes in international 
enrolment in Canada by province since 1990. 

International students who enrol in
universities tend to study at the country’s
largest institutions. In 1990–91, 14 Canadian
universities had at least 1,000 international 
students, led by the University of Toronto
(3,697), McGill University (2,805) and
Université de Montréal (2,256). By 1999–2000,
only 11 universities had more than 1,000 inter-
national students, led by McGill University
(4,405), Université de Montréal (3,515), and
Université du Québec (2,782). These three
universities hosted 10.5%, 8.3%, and 6.6%,
respectively, of all international university
students in 1999–2000, together accounting for
over 25% of international university students in
Canada. Table 2.VIII.3 shows enrolment
levels for international students at the top ten
Canadian host universities since 1990–91.
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TABLE 2.VIII.3 — TOP TEN CANADIAN UNIVERSITIES BY INTERNATIONAL ENROLMENT FROM 1990–91 TO 1999–2000

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

b Includes all campuses of the Université du Québec.

UNIVERSITY 1990–91 1991–92 1992–93 1993–94 1994–95 1995–96 1996–97 1997–98 1998–99 1999–00
McGill 2,805 2,792 2,801 3,017 3,478 3,567 3,764 3,867 4,120 4,445
University
Université 2,256 2,352 1,751 1,677 1,628 1,594 1,634 2,227 2,458 3,515
de Montréala

Université 1,328 1,524 1,666 1,740 1,706 1,937 2,129 2,908 3,048 2,782
du Québecb

University 3,697 3,956 3,804 3,421 2,842 2,380 2,158 2,051 2,193 2,582
of Toronto
University of 1,586 2,093 2,562 2,045 2,233 2,189 2,184 2,090 2,095 2,165
British Columbia
Université Laval 1,341 1,480 1,576 1,674 1,736 1,528 1,535 1,615 1,702 1,901
York University 1,900 2,058 1,829 1,429 1,047 938 1,067 1,253 1,469 1,748
Concordia 977 1,032 979 956 962 939 1,014 1,105 1,259 1,483
University
University 1,685 1,590 1,527 1,514 1,308 1,083 1,053 1,088 1,204 1,328
of Alberta
University 890 920 1,030 933 897 883 920 921 1,035 1,185
of Ottawa
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FIGURE 2.VIII.2 — CHANGES IN INTERNATIONAL ENROLMENT IN
CANADA BY PROVINCE FROM 1990–91 TO 1999–2000

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

12. CBIE, 2001. 



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

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

By far the most popular international
study destination for Canadian students is 
the United States — over three-quarters of
Canadian students studying abroad are
located in the United States. While the
absolute number of Canadian students study-
ing in the United States increased during the
1990s, the relative number did not; in 1990,

the United States accounted for over 80% of
Canadians studying abroad. The destination
which experienced the greatest relative
increase in Canadian students was in fact the
United Kingdom, which now hosts over three
times as many Canadian
students as it did ten years
ago. Other popular study
destinations for Canadian
students are France,
Germany, Switzerland, and
Australia; recent statistical
revisions appear to have
increased the reported number of Canadians
studying Down Under by a factor of ten. Very
few Canadians choose to study in non-OECD
countries. Table 2.IX.1 shows the number of
Canadian students studying abroad since
1989–90 by country of destination.

As indicated above, the majority of
Canadian students abroad select the United
States as their study destination. While this
might seem natural given the two countries’
common border, it should be noted that the
“trade” in students is somewhat one-sided:
Canadians studying in the United States
outnumber Americans studying in Canada by
a factor of more than four to one. Figure
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IX. CANADIAN STUDENTS ABROAD

The number of
Canadian students
studying abroad 
has increased by 
over 50% during 
the past decade.

TABLE 2.IX.1 — CANADIAN STUDENTS STUDYING ABROAD BY COUNTRY OF DESTINATION FROM 1989–90 TO 1999–2000

Source: UNESCO’s Statistical Yearbook (annual) and UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
Notes: a Estimated enrolment numbers.

b Estimates for OECD countries only.

COUNTRY 1989–90 1990–91 1991–92 1992–93 1993–94 1994–95 1995–96 1997–98 1998–99
United States 16,113 16,443 19,194 20,968 22,665 23,005 24,000 22,051 22,746
United Kingdom 993 985 1,072 1,242 1,287 1,287 2,900 2,893 3,342
France 949 968 1,040 1,048 1,091 1,091 1,091 1,091a 1,005
Germany 399 399 392 425 425a 425a 442 452 446
Switzerland 118 139 162 167 157 157 150 150a 152
Australia 116 106 121 147 150a 175a 175a 1,267 1,267
All other countries 1,046 1,330 1,476 1,583 1,672 1,617 N/A N/A N/A
Total 19,734 20,370 23,457 25,580 27,437 28,280 N/A N/A 30,255b



2.IX.1 shows the location of Canadian
students in the United States by state. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, five of the top ten states in
which Canadian students are located are adja-
cent to the border between the two countries.

The majority of Canadian students study
at American universities rather than commu-
nity colleges. Program availability is likely a
major factor for Canadian students who
choose to study at American universities. For
example, students in Saskatchewan who want

to take speech pathology must leave the
province and the closest institute for many is
the University of North Dakota in Minot.
Similarly, many Ontario students who find
themselves unable to pursue teacher training
within the province choose to do so in New
York or Michigan. Another motivation for
Canadians to study at American universities is
the availability of varsity athletic scholarships.
Individuals who excel in various sports such
as hockey, golf, and volleyball are often

THE  PR ICE  OF  KNOWLEDGE :  ACCESS  AND STUDENT  F INANCE  IN  CANADA62

FIGURE 2.IX.1 — LOCATION OF CANADIAN STUDENTS IN THE UNITED STATES BY STATE IN 2000–01

Source: Institute of International Education’s Locator Report of Canada Foreign Studentsa

Notes: a The Institute’s methodology for counting foreign students may be different from that used by UNESCO, 
which may result in total student numbers being slightly different from those reported in other tables.



recruited by American universities with large
athletic scholarships. Figure 2.IX.2 shows the
top 15 American institutions where Canadians
studied in 2000–01.

By a considerable margin, the American
school with the most Canadians is little-
known D’Youville College in upstate New
York. It offers a graduate program in
education that draws a large number of
Ontario students who wish to obtain training
but are unable to do so within the province.

Among the top 15 institutions, ten could 
be described as internationally renowned
research universities; three (D’Youville College,
University of Maine at Fort Kent, and Minot
State University) are small state colleges near
the United States-Canada border; one (Wayne
State University) is a large but not particularly
prestigious research university in a bordering
state, and the other (Brigham Young
University) is a major religious institution.
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FIGURE 2.IX.2 — LOCATION OF CANADIAN STUDENTS IN THE UNITED STATES BY INSTITUTION IN 2000–01 (TOP 15 ONLY) 

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



The geographical distribution of Canadian
students does not differ significantly from 
that of the population as a whole; the 

majority of Canadian
students (and Canadians)
live in the Quebec City —
Windsor corridor. According
to Statistics Canada’s enrol-
ment numbers, almost 
65% of the country’s college
and university students
were studying in either
Ontario or Quebec in
1998–99 (the last year for
which data are available).

As befits an increasingly urban nation,
the majority of college and university
students study at institutions in large urban
centres. At the university level, students are
concentrated very heavily at a handful of
large institutions; as Table 2.X.1 shows,
over 520,000 of the nation’s 820,000 univer-
sity students (approximately 63%) attend
just 20 institutions. Since Canada’s colleges
are smaller and more numerous than 
its universities, college students are not 
as densely clustered. Tables 2.X.1 and .2
show the country’s largest universities 
and colleges, according to enrolment levels 
in 1998–99.
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X. WHERE CANADIAN STUDENTS STUDY

The geographical dis-
tribution of Canadian
students does not differ
significantly from that
of the population as 
a whole; the majority 
of Canadian students
(and Canadians) live 
in the Quebec City —
Windsor corridor.

TABLE 2.X.1 — LARGEST 20 CANADIAN UNIVERSITIES BY ENROLMENT IN 1998–99 
(FULL-TIME AND PART-TIME)a

Source: Statistics Canada’s, University Student Information Survey (USIS)
Notes: a Includes both students at both the graduate and undergraduate level.

TOTAL NUMBER 
INSTITUTION LOCATION OF STUDENTS
University of Toronto Toronto, Ontario 50,500
Université du Québec à Montréal Montreal, Quebec 36,079
Université Laval Quebec City, Quebec 35,569
Université de Montréal Montreal, Quebec 33,865
University of British Columbia Vancouver, British Columbia 33,666
University of Alberta Edmonton, Alberta 30,243
McGill University Montreal, Quebec 29,055
York University Toronto, Ontario 28,959
University of Calgary Calgary, Alberta 24,515
Concordia University Montreal, Quebec 24,077
University of Ottawa Ottawa, Ontario 23,133
University of Western Ontario London, Ontario 22,525
Ryerson Polytechnic University Toronto, Ontario 21,179
University of Manitoba Winnipeg, Manitoba 21,052
University of Waterloo Waterloo, Ontario 19,205
Simon Fraser University Vancouver, British Columbia 18,996
University of Victoria Victoria, British Columbia 17,706
University of Saskatchewan Saskatoon, Saskatchewan 17,488
Carleton University Ottawa, Ontario 16,857
Queen’s University Kingston, Ontario 16,778



STUDENT MIGRATION PATTERNS

Not all students choose to study in their
province of residence, for many reasons — a
desire to move away from home, a desire to
study in a program unavailable in their
province of residence, etc.. 

The only source of data on student mobil-
ity is Statistics Canada, and even this source is
plagued with uneven and incomplete reporting
from educational institutions. At the college
level, several provinces either do not collect or
do not report students’ province of origin; at
the university level, there are significant
numbers of students whose province of origin

is either not known or not reported. Statistics
on student mobility therefore need to be
viewed with caution, as they can only approx-
imate, rather than reflect, the real situation.

As far as is known, university students
are more likely than college students to
move to another province in order to pursue
post-secondary education. At the university
level, just over one in ten students leaves his
or her province of origin to study; at the
college level, the number is not much more
than one in 50. The number for university
students has risen somewhat over the past
decade, but for most of the past 20 years the
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TABLE 2.X.2 — LARGEST 20 CANADIAN COLLEGES BY ENROLMENT IN 1998–99 (FULL-TIME AND PART-TIME)

Source: Statistics Canada’s, Community College Student Information Survey (CSIS)
Notes: a The administrative office of Nova Scotia Community College is located in Halifax; 

however, there are campuses throughout the province.
b The administrative office of the College of the North Atlantic is located in Stephenville; 

however, there are campuses throughout the province.
c The administrative office for New Brunswick Community College is located in St. John; 

however, there are campuses throughout the province.

TOTAL NUMBER 
INSTITUTION LOCATION OF STUDENTS
British Columbia Institute of Technology Vancouver, British Columbia 15,320
Seneca College of Applied Arts and Technology Toronto, Ontario 14,766
Algonquin College of Applied Arts and Technology Ottawa, Ontario 12,080
Humber College of Applied Arts and Technology Toronto, Ontario 11,685
Centennial College of Applied Arts and Technology Toronto, Ontario 11,003
Sheridan College Oakville, Ontario 10,136
Grant MacEwan Community College Edmonton, Alberta 9,169
George Brown College of Toronto, Ontario 9,112
Applied Arts and Technology
Southern Alberta Institute of Technology (SAIT) Calgary, Alberta 9,085
Mount Royal College Calgary, Alberta 8,940
Douglas College New Westminster, 8,403

British Columbia
Collège Édouard-Montpetit (Cegep) Longueuil, Quebec 7,707
Dawson College (Cegep) Montreal, Quebec 7,331
Northern Alberta Institute of Technology (NAIT) Edmonton, Alberta 7,329
Langara College Vancouver, British Columbia 7,134
Nova Scotia Community College Halifax, Nova Scotiaa 6,083
College of the North Atlantic Stephenville, Newfoundlandb 5,815
Red River College Winnipeg, Manitoba 5,393
New Brunswick Community College St. John, New Brunswickc 5,141
Confederation College of Toronto, Ontario 3,318
Applied Arts and Technology



number of students studying out of province
has remained within a narrow range 
(8%–10%). The most recent available figures
suggest that the number is now 12%, but the
rise in this percentage has been accompa-
nied by a rise in the percentage of students
whose origin is “unknown” or “unreported,”
so the increase may be more illusory 
than real.

Table 2.X.3 describes the in-flow and out-
flow of university students for all provinces
and the two territories which existed for the
entirety of the 1998–99 academic year. The
data in this table show that the majority of
jurisdictions (i.e., seven of 12) are net
“exporters” of students, and only three
provinces (Nova Scotia, Quebec, and Alberta)
“import” more than 1,000 students per year.
Apart from Nova Scotia and New Brunswick,
the other small provinces are net exporters of
students by a considerable margin. There are
60% to 80% more students leaving Manitoba
and Saskatchewan rather than coming to
study in them; in Prince Edward Island, 
the out-flow is three times the in-flow, and 
in Newfoundland the ratio is nine to one.
Figure 2.X.1 shows the net flow of university
students in and out of each province.
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TABLE 2.X.3 — UNIVERSITY ENROLMENT AND STUDENT MOBILITY BY PROVINCE IN 1998–99

Source: Statistics Canada’s, University Student Information Survey (USIS)

TOTAL NUMBER TOTAL NUMBER OUT-OF-PROVINCE
OF STUDENTS OF STUDENTS STUDENTS AS A 

TOTAL NUMBER ARRIVING LEAVING NET GAIN (+) PERCENTAGE OF 
PROVINCE OF STUDENTS TO STUDY TO STUDY OR LOSS (-) TOTAL ENROLMENT
NF 15,710 498 4,389 -3,891 3.2%
PE 2,887 552 1,610 -1,058 19.1%
NS 37,241 9,418 4,649 +4,769 25.3%
NB 22,766 5,117 4,596 +521 22.5%
QC 232,278 11,302 8,873 +2,429 4.9%
ON 302,943 17,303 17,072 +230 5.7%
MB 30,735 1,862 2,976 -1,114 6.1%
SK 31,278 2,252 3,758 -1,506 7.2%
AB 73,773 11,327 5,609 +5,718 15.4%
BC 76,750 5,052 9,839 -4,787 6.6%
YT 0 0 450 -450 N/A
NT 0 0 862 -862 N/A
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FIGURE 2.X.1 — NET FLOW OF UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 
BY PROVINCE IN 1998–99

Source: Statistics Canada’s, University Student Information Survey (CSIS)



Generally speaking, students who leave
their province in order to study tend not to
travel very far. As Table 2.X.4 shows, in most
provinces the major sources of out-of
province students are the neighbouring
provinces. Nearly half of all Newfoundland
students who leave the province go to nearby
Nova Scotia, while Ontario attracts 80% of all
Quebec university students who leave their
province. In all jurisdictions except the
Yukon, Ontario is one of the three top
destinations for students leaving their home
province to study. Newfoundland, Prince
Edward Island, and Manitoba are not among
the top three destinations of students from
any other province. Alberta is the major
destination of students leaving the territories
to attend university.

As noted above, data on college student
migration patterns suffer from massive under-
reporting and gaps, particularly in western
Canada. In the absence of comprehensive
data, very little pan-Canadian analysis can be
performed. Nevertheless, on the basis of the
available data some facts can be ascertained.
Virtually all college students from Quebec
(99%) and Ontario (98%) come from within
the province — in other words, almost no one
in either of these province goes to another
province to pursue college studies. Prince
Edward Island, a major exporter of university
students, is a major importer of college
students; nearly 20% of Holland College’s
students come from outside Prince Edward
Island.
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TABLE 2.X.4 — PREFERRED DESTINATIONS OF OUT-OF-PROVINCE UNIVERSITY STUDENTS BY PROVINCE IN 1998–99

Source: Statistics Canada’s, University Student Information Survey (USIS)

ARRIVING TO STUDY LEAVING TO STUDY
JURISDICTION 1 2 3 1 2 3
NF ON (168) NS (116) AB (50) NS (2,160) NB (782) ON (731)
PE NB (189) NS (184) NF (106) NS (710) NB (498) ON (204)
NS ON (2,976) NF (2,160) NB (2,130) NB (1,916) ON (1,283) QC (522)
NB NS (1,916) ON (1,019) NF (782) NS (2,130) QC (1,039) ON (917)
QC ON (6,838) BC (1,461) NB (1,039) ON (7,080) NB (550) NS (390)
ON QC (7,080) BC (3,297) AB (2,039) QC (6,838) NS (2,976) AB (2,740)
MB ON (830) BC (297) SK (292) ON (965) AB (838) SK (482)
SK AB (738) BC (494) MB (482) AB (2,209) ON (640) BC (314)
AB BC (3,596) ON (2,740) SK (2,209) ON (2,039) BC (1,522) SK (738)
BC ON (2,123) AB (1,522) QC (375) AB (3,596) ON (3,297) QC (1,461)
YT 0 0 0 AB (144) BC (127) SK (87)
NT 0 0 0 AB (459) ON (111) QC (74)



Despite changes in technology and the
economy over the past two decades, Canadian
students have remained relatively consistent 

in the areas of study in which they
enroll. It is unclear, however,
whether the static nature of 
enrolment patterns is due more 
to the stability of demand for
programs or the stability of 
programs supplied. That is, we
cannot be sure whether 
unchanging enrolment patterns
are due to students’ interests
remaining stable over time or due
to universities and colleges

capping admission in high-demand
disciplines, thereby artificially maintaining
relatively stable enrolment patterns.

In 1998–99, three-quarters of all Canadian
university students studied in disciplines from
four main areas: humanities, social sciences
(including business and law), engineering and
applied sciences, and education. There is little
deviation in this pattern as one moves from
the undergraduate to the Master’s degree
level. Only at the level of doctoral studies
does the pattern change, the distribution of
students between major fields of study 
becoming more even. Figures 2.XI.1, .2, and .3
outline the enrolment distribution for the
three levels of university study. 

Most Canadian students continue to be
enrolled in a relatively small number of disci-
plines. The 20 disciplines with the largest
number of students in Canadian colleges and
universities make up between 65% and 
70% of total enrolment. Tables 2.XI.1 and .2
outline the 20 most popular disciplines in
Canadian universities and colleges, according
to enrolment data from Statistics Canada.

When individual disciplines are
examined, it is clear that labour market
demand is having at least some impact on
enrolment patterns. Computer science has the
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XI. FIELDS OF STUDY
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FIGURE 2.XI.1 — FULL-TIME UNDERGRADUATE ENROLMENT 
BY FIELD OF STUDY IN 1998–99

Source: Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, 
using Statistics Canada data

1%
10%

3%

13%

36%

7%

12%

10%

8% General Arts and
Sciences
Education

Fine and Applied Arts

Humanities

Social Sciences

Agriculture and
Biological Sciences
Engineering and
Applied Sciences
Health Professions

Mathematics and
Physical Sciences

FIGURE 2.XI.2 — FULL-TIME MASTER’S DEGREE ENROLMENT 
BY FIELD OF STUDY IN 1998–99

Source: Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, 
using Statistics Canada data

Despite changes 
in technology and
the economy over
the past two
decades, Canadian
students have
remained relatively
consistent in the
areas of study in
which they enroll.
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TABLE 2.XI.1 — TOP 20 UNIVERSITY DISCIPLINES
IN 1998–99a

Source: Statistics Canada’s, University Student
Information Survey (USIS)

Notes: a The data include both full-time and 
part-time students at all three levels 
of study (undergraduate, Master’s, and
Ph.D.), but exclude students who have 
not declared a major or are enrolled 
as unclassified students.

TOTAL NUMBER 
DISCIPLINE OF STUDENTS
Commerce, business, 111,152
and management
Elementary-secondary 50,577
teacher training
Psychology 35,198
Computer science 27,951
Biology 25,117
English 18,525
Nursing 17,765
Sociology 16,906
Law 13,903
Political science 13,525
Electrical engineering 13,027
History 12,804
Economics 12,731
Mechanical engineering 10,685
Physical education 10,665
Fine arts 10,016
Social work and welfare 9,954
Mass communications 9,507
Medicine 9,075
Mathematics 8,512

TABLE 2.XI.2 — TOP 20 COLLEGE DISCIPLINES 
IN 1998–99a

Source: Statistics Canada’s, Community College
Student Information Survey (CSIS)

Notes: a The data include both full-time and 
part-time students, but exclude students
who fall into undefined “other” disciplines.

TOTAL NUMBER 
DISCIPLINE OF STUDENTS
Arts and science 151,734
Management, administration, 45,460
business, and commerce
Computer programming 16,337
Diploma nursing 11,081
Accounting 11,010
Computer science/system design 8,163
Social services/welfare technology 7,984
Secretary — general 7,544
Mechanical engineering 6,877
Education — early childhood 6,521
Marketing 6,437
Police technology and crime 6,142
Hotel/restaurant/resort management 5,947
Computer technology 4,753
Child care services 4,718
Teacher training 4,317
Fine and applied arts 3,785
Architectural design/ 3,749
drafting technology
Data processing 3,411
Civil technology 3,365
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FIGURE 2.XI.3 — FULL-TIME PH.D. ENROLMENT 
BY FIELD OF STUDY IN 1998–99

Source: Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, 
using Statistics Canada data



fourth-largest enrolment of all disciplines at
the university level. In addition to the nearly
28,000 individuals who study in this area at
the university level, another 29,000 are
studying computer programming, system
design, and technology in community colleges.

Looking at changes in enrolment over
time is also revealing. Figure 2.XI.4 reveals the
disciplines which gained or lost the most
students during the 1990s. 

The largest “gain” in enrolment occurred
in the discipline of human kinetics. While it its
tempting to think that this increase is a result
of demographic factors and represents a
response to an aging population, the actual
reason for the increase is more prosaic: most
of the increase in enrolment can be attributed
to program reorganization at a few Ontario
institutions. The increase in enrolment in 
agriculture reflects the increasingly sophisti-
cated nature of farming in Canada, and 
major increases in microbiology, forestry, 
and computer science could all be seen as 
responses to labour market demands.

Figure 2.XI.4 also shows significant losses
in certain disciplines. Economics exhibited the
greatest loss of enrolment of any discipline in
the 1990s, followed closely by applied 
arts and mathematics. Political science and
French both registered significant decreases as 
well. There is no obvious explanation for any
of these declines.

In Canadian colleges, overall enrolment
increased throughout the 1990s; however, as
in the university sector, many individual
disciplines experienced growth while others
underwent a sharp decline. Figure 2.XI.5
outlines the college disciplines that gained
and lost the most students during the 1990s.

Computer technology has undergone a
276% enrolment increase since 1990–91 — the
largest increase of any discipline in the 
country. Personnel administration, environ-
mental control technology, printing/publishing 
(now a highly computer-driven field), and
landscaping constitute the remainder of 
the five subject areas with the greatest growth
in the 1990s.
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FIGURE 2.XI.4 — MAJOR ENROLMENT CHANGES AT CANADIAN UNIVERSITIES FROM 1990–91 TO 1998–99a

Source: Statistics Canada’s, University Student Information Survey (CSIS)
Notes: a Minimum enrolment in 1990–91 = 800.



While the list of disciplines with
increasing enrolment may seem to represent a
sensible response to labour market trends, the
list of disciplines with declining enrolment 
is more counter-intuitive, as three of the 
five disciplines are health-related. In only one
case does the decline have an immediately 

obvious explanation: the near-elimination of
the “counsellor — handicapped” field was
part of the same program reorganization
phenomenon that created a growth in human
kinetics at the university level. There is no
obvious factor explaining the declines in any
of the other disciplines.

C H A P T E R  2  —  A  P R O F I L E  O F  T H E  S T U D E N T  B O D Y 71

276%

254%

214%

154%

-48%

-49%

-51%

-53%

-96%

180%

-150% -100% -50% 0% 50% 100% 150% 200% 250% 300%

Percentage Change

Counsellor — Handicapped

Commercial Arts

Health Records Technology

Retail Sales

Medical Laboratory
Technology

Landscaping

Printing and Publishing 

Environmental Control /
Protection Technology

Personnel Administration

Computer Technology

-948

-252

-54

-133

1,133

1,447

2,508

1,648

4,753

-4,444

FIGURE 2.XI.5 — MAJOR ENROLMENT CHANGES AT CANADIAN COLLEGES FROM 1990–91 TO 1998–99a

Source: Statistics Canada’s, Community College Student Information Survey (CSIS)
Notes: a Minimum enrolment in 1990 = 400.



THE  PR ICE  OF  KNOWLEDGE :  ACCESS  AND STUDENT  F INANCE  IN  CANADA72



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

Of the various costs associated with
education, the direct cost of tuition is the
most visible and the most talked about.
Section II of this chapter looks at the
evolution of tuition in Canadian universities
and colleges over the past decade. It finds that
while tuition increased substantially across all
provinces at different times in the 1990s, the
end of the decade saw tuition rises come to a
halt in many disciplines. Since 1999, there has
been virtually no real increase in tuition for
most core undergraduate programs, such as
arts. At the same time, however, tuition in
many second-degree programs such as law,
medicine, and dentistry has increased dramat-
ically, in some cases doubling over only a
couple of years.

Section III looks at ancillary fees and their
relationship to the cost of tuition. Few
generalizations can be made about these fees,

because they differ considerably from
institution to institution. Section IV is based on
the results of a new survey commissioned by
the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation on the costs of mandatory
supplies and equipment in select professional
programs at universities across the country.
The results of the survey show that the cost
of mandatory supplies and equipment can
actually exceed the cost of tuition in some
disciplines and/or universities. 

Indirect costs are more difficult to quan-
tify than direct ones, as they are far more
discretionary and variable from person to
person. The cost of housing — both on- and
off-campus — is examined in Section V of this
chapter. Housing costs vary
tremendously across the
country — for example,
apartments in Toronto,
Ontario, cost more than
three times what an equiva-
lent apartment would cost
in Sherbrooke, Quebec. A
quick survey of on-campus
housing shows less variation in rental prices
across the country, although on-campus resi-
dences at anglophone universities in Quebec
are notably more expensive than their coun-
terparts elsewhere in the country.

Few other indirect costs can yet be 
measured in a sensible way, although future
research by the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation on student income
and expenditure patterns should provide
more data in this area before the end of 2002.
Section VI looks at one element of indirect
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I. INTRODUCTION — THE COSTS OF EDUCATION

The affordability of 
a student’s education
is dependent on 
both the direct costs 
(such as tuition, 
ancillary fees, and
mandatory supplies).



costs: childcare. This is not a universal
expense, but it constitutes a significant cost
for those who must pay it. As is the case for
other indirect costs, however, the real cost of
childcare can vary substantially across 
the country according to income and the
relative generosity of provincial childcare 
subsidy programs.

Costs are only one side of the affordability
equation. It is equally important to examine
resources. Section VII examines students’
employment status, hours worked, and
income. Contrary to popular belief, the
general rise in tuition during the 1990s has not
precipitated a major change in student
participation in the labour force. Rather than
increasing, both the proportion of students in
paid employment and the average hours
worked per week by students remain at or
below historical levels. This section also
describes patterns of student summer
employment, finding that students in full-time
employment during the summer months
made substantial wage gains in the latter half
of the 1990s.

Section VIII looks at parental contri-
butions, which, along with employment
income, is the major source of revenue for
post-secondary students. The available data

show that the receipt of aid from parents 
is inversely correlated with a student’s age —
i.e., as age increases, the likelihood of
receiving aid from a parent decreases.

Section IX examines student assistance
programs as a source of student income. Over
time, an increasing number of students have
used student assistance programs, and over
half a million students now receive some form
of student assistance. Average borrowing from
student loan programs has increased signifi-
cantly over the last decade; however, this
seems as much due to changes in government
program rules as increases in student costs.
Indeed, it even appears that average annual
student borrowing may now be declining
instead of increasing.

The final section of this chapter looks at
students’ ability to save and accumulate
assets. About 14% of students report putting
aside a sum of money each month in savings
vehicles such as mutual funds. A far greater
number of students report ownership of
durable assets such as automobiles (36% of all
students report owning an automobile),
computers (60% of all students) and various
forms of electronic equipment. A few — 6%
— even report owning their own home. 
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One of the most discussed and debated
subjects in Canadian education is that of rising
post-secondary tuition costs. The basic trend
in university tuition for full-time students is
fairly simple and is illustrated in Figure 3.II.1.
During the 1980s, real tuition levels were
basically stagnant at the national level. In
1990, the situation began to change when the
province of Quebec — which had frozen
tuition fees since the 1960s — announced a
tuition increase of approximately 130% over
two years. While Quebec froze its fees again
shortly thereafter, tuition in other jurisdictions
continued to rise. During the 1990s, the
average annual increase in tuition was slightly
less than 6% nationally, or 76% over the
course of the decade. In effect, the rest of the
country took a decade to do what Quebec
had done in two years, albeit from much
higher base tuition rates.

The driving force behind tuition growth is
also fairly simple. At the start of the 1990s, all
universities were heavily reliant on transfers
from provincial governments for their operat-
ing funds. This left them vulnerable to the cuts
in government revenue that occurred as part
of a general program of fiscal tightening
during the 1990s. Universities were required
to find new revenue sources, and turned to
fee-paying students to help compensate for
their diminished revenue. 

Towards the end of the 1990s, tuition
increases in core disciplines began to slow. In
real dollars, tuition for arts and sciences
programs has not increased at all since 1998.
Tuition growth in graduate studies and
professional programs, however, has contin-
ued unabated. Until the mid-1990s, graduate
and undergraduate students were paying

roughly the same average tuition — but now,
in 2001–02, the national average for under-
graduate tuition is $3,528, compared to $4,360
for graduate tuition.1

The halt in tuition increases is a result of
deliberate government policy. In Quebec, a
tuition freeze has been in place for Quebec
residents since the start
of the 1995–96 academic
year. Prince Edward
Island, Manitoba, and
Newfoundland have all
in effect had tuition
freezes in place for the
past three years, and the
latter two have also
introduced limited tuition roll-backs. British
Columbia maintained a seven-year tuition
freeze, followed by a 5% roll-back for the
2001–02 academic year; however, an an-
nounced deregulation of fees for the 2002–03
academic year will likely result in significant
tuition increases for several years to come.
Ontario, which has the country’s largest
student population, has not frozen tuition but
has limited undergraduate tuition increases 
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II. TUITION

One of the most
discussed and debated
subjects in Canadian
education is that of
rising post-secondary
tuition costs.
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FIGURE 3.II.1 — CANADIAN GRADUATE AND UNDERGRADUATE
TUITION RATES FROM 1980 TO 2001 
(IN 2000 DOLLARS)

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

1. All “average” tuition figures from Statistics Canada have been weighted according to student enrolment, and
cover all public universities. 



to 2% per year since 1999–2000. Alberta,
Saskatchewan, Nova Scotia, and New
Brunswick are therefore the only jurisdictions
in which significant tuition increases have
occurred in the past three years. 

Figure 3.II.2 shows undergraduate arts
tuition rates in Atlantic Canada in real dollars
since 1980. Figures 3.II.3 and .4 outline arts
undergraduate tuition rates in central and
western Canada during the same period. 

Broadly speaking, the tuition trends in the
university sector over the past 20 years were
also evident at the community college level.
However, data on college tuition are not as
reliable as data on university tuition, because
Statistics Canada does not publish or even
collect data on the subject. The best available
data on the subject come from a survey
conducted by the Manitoba Council on Post-
Secondary Education, and are displayed in
Figures 3.II.5, .6, and .7. It should be noted
that tuition rates for Quebec are not indicated,
since Quebec does not charge tuition in its
Cegep system.

As indicated in Figure 3.II.5, real tuition
rates in Atlantic Canada for the most part
declined in the first half of the 1990s and then
rose — in some cases quite sharply — in the
latter half. In New Brunswick, tuition nearly
trebled in the span of four years.
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Source: Statistics Canada’s, Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey
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Source: Statistics Canada’s, Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey
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College tuition rates rose steadily and
rapidly throughout the 1990s in Saskatchewan
and Alberta, steadily and gently in Ontario
and Manitoba, and declined in real terms in
British Columbia. The evolution of tuition in
Ontario colleges in the mid-1990s contrasts
with the situation in the province’s universities
— unlike their university counterparts, college
students did not experience any major abrupt
shift in tuition levels.

As shown in Figure 3.II.1, increases in
undergraduate arts tuition virtually ceased in
the late 1990s. The same cannot be said,
however, for tuition in professional or non-
direct-entry programs. Tuition fees for these
programs are steadily being deregulated
across the country. While professional and
non-direct-entry programs have always
tended to have higher tuition fees than “core”
faculties such as arts, the gap in tuition rates
grew enormously over the latter half of the
1990s, particularly for dentistry and medicine.
Students in some of these programs are now
being asked to pay two or three times the
average tuition fees for an arts student. Figure
3.II.8 shows the changes in tuition rates 
for professional or second-degree programs 
during the 1990s, in comparison to arts
tuition. 
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FIGURE 3.II.5 — COLLEGE TUITION RATES FOR ATLANTIC CANADA
FROM 1991–92 TO 2001–02 (IN 2000 DOLLARS)

Source: Manitoba Council on Post-Secondary Education
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FIGURE 3.II.6 — COLLEGE TUITION RATES FOR ONTARIO FROM
1991–92 TO 2001–02 (IN 2000 DOLLARS)

Source: Manitoba Council on Post-Secondary Education
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FROM 1991–92 TO 2001–02 (IN 2000 DOLLARS)

Source: Manitoba Council on Post-Secondary Education



The national averages for each program
or field of study mask substantial variations in
fees at the provincial and institutional levels.
The national tuition averages for dentistry,
medicine, and law would be considerably
higher were it not for the tuition freezes
covering all disciplines in Quebec and British
Columbia since the mid-1990s.

Figures 3.II.9 and .10 show provincial
tuition averages for dentistry and medicine,
respectively. In both fields, there was strong,
steady growth in tuition in Ontario during the
period in question. Also, two smaller
provinces experienced sudden, sharp growth
in tuition as a result of changes in policy at a
single institution. In Newfoundland, the
tuition costs for medicine spiked sharply
when Memorial University tripled fees in
1996; similarly, Saskatchewan dentistry
students saw their tuition costs triple in 1998
after a policy change at the University of
Saskatchewan.
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Source: Statistics Canada’s, Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey



Provincial tuition averages for law
students do not vary as much as they do for
students in medicine and dentistry. Basically,
tuition rates for law follow the same pattern as
tuition rates for arts programs. Specifically,
most provinces are close to the national
average, while British Columbia and Quebec
are significantly below the average and Nova
Scotia is significantly higher. There is,
however, one notable difference between law
and arts tuition: in Ontario, tuition at law
schools rose quickly in the late 1990s, surpas-
sing Nova Scotia in terms of the provincial
average. Given that some law schools in
Ontario have recently discussed raising tuition
to over $20,000 a year, this trend is likely 
to continue for some time. Figure 3.II.11 
shows the provincial tuition averages for law
faculties across the country.

While the average tuition rates for
professional schools may seem startling, it is
important to keep in mind that their overall
impact on access to post-secondary education
is relatively minimal. Students in law,
medicine, and dentistry together account for
less than 3% of all university students in
Canada. Large tuition fee increases in these
fields are therefore unlikely to have a major
impact on the affordability of post-secondary
studies for university students as a whole.
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Source: Statistics Canada’s, Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey
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Ancillary fees are generally defined as any
mandatory and/or universal fees levied by an
institution that are not part of basic tuition
fees. These include fees for athletics, health
services, student associations, information
technology, and other fees directly levied by

the institution. They do not
include student fees that are
course- or activity-specific
(such as lab fees, field trip
costs, course supplies, and
equipment), as these do not
fit the “mandatory and/or
universal” definition of an
ancillary fee. 

Like tuition, ancillary fees have grown
substantially across the country in recent
years, as institutions try to create new sources
of revenue. Unlike tuition, however, the
student body has at least some control over
the level of certain ancillary fees, since many
of them (e.g., student association fees, student
health and dental insurance plans, universal
bus passes) are student-initiated and are used
to help fund student-run organizations. 

All data in this section were provided by
Statistics Canada, which tracks ancillary fees at
universities across Canada. Colleges are not
included in the survey because, as a general
rule, these fees are not charged at the college
level. Due to the significant variation in the
number and types of ancillary fees paid by
full-time students at any one institution,
Statistics Canada only tracks the highest and
lowest fees paid by students (i.e., the highest
and lowest possible cost of ancillary fees for
students at a particular institution). On the
basis of the available data, it is impossible to
calculate an accurate average for ancillary fees
at each institution. Generally speaking,
students from low-tuition faculties such as arts
or education tend to pay lower ancillary fees
than students in professional programs 
(e.g., dentistry, medicine).

Figure 3.III.1 shows the trends in the
average lower and upper ranges of ancillary
fees at Canadian universities. While the
average lower value did not increase very
much in real terms during the 1990s, the
average upper value increased by more than
60%. As noted above, the higher value tends
to be paid by students in professional
programs. As such, the trend shown here
corresponds to the overall trends in tuition
fees — that is, charges at professional schools
such as dentistry and medicine tend to 
be increasing much faster than charges in 
other faculties.

While ancillary fees can vary between and
within institutions, they generally represent 
a significant proportion (10 to 20%) of all
mandatory fees, including tuition. Figure
3.III.2 displays combined tuition and ancillary
fees at a representative institution from 
each province. While ancillary fees are 
negligible at some of these institutions
(notably the Université de Québec and 
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St. Thomas University), they represent nearly
20% of overall mandatory fees at others
(especially Memorial University, the University
of Lethbridge, and the University of Regina).

The ten largest universities in Canada
display a significant variation in both the
median level and the ranges of their ancillary
fees. Students can pay between $40 to $1,400
in ancillary fees, depending on the institution
and program in which they are enrolled;
within a single institution, ancillary fee rates

can vary by as much as $400. Figure 3.III.3
shows the ancillary fee ranges at the country’s
ten largest post-secondary institutions.

It has been suggested that there is a
negative correlation between tuition and
ancillary fees — i.e., if one is low, then the
other is high. Underlying this theory is the
assumption that institutions are determined to
take money from students any way they can,
and if they cannot do so through tuition fees
they will turn to alternative means such as
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ancillary fees. Certainly, it is true that two of
the institutions which charge the highest
ancillary fees (McGill University and
Concordia University) are in the province 
with the lowest average tuition (Quebec).

Figure 3.III.4 is designed to test the
negative correlation between tuition and
ancillary fees by presenting data on tuition
and ancillary fee levels at 27 Canadian
universities on a scatterplot. Each point on the
graph represents one institution, and its
position on the x- and y-axis shows that
institution’s level of both tuition and ancillary
fees. For ease of analysis, the universities
selected were those with no “upper” and
“lower” ranges for ancillary fees in the
Statistics Canada database (i.e., only a single
ancillary fee was reported for the entire
student body2). 

As Figure 3.III.4 demonstrates, there is in
fact no relationship between tuition and
ancillary fees at Canadian universities. 
Low-tuition universities are as likely to have
low ancillary fees as high-tuition universities,
and vice versa.
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2. Institutions with any variation at all in their ancillary fees (e.g., due to discrepancies between athletic, health,
and student association fees) were not included due to the fact that an average fee for the academic year could
not be determined at these institutions. For example, the fee range for students at McGill University is from $977
to $1,395, and it is impossible to calculate the average on the basis of the available data.



In addition to direct educational costs such as
tuition and ancillary fees, students also face
indirect costs such as books, supplies, and
equipment. Calculating these costs in a con-
sistent manner is difficult not only because
they can vary so much from class to class (not
to mention from institution to institution), but
also because they are not necessarily man-
datory (books, for instance, can be borrowed,
photocopied, or bought second-hand). 
Generally, however, these additional costs
amount to hundreds of dollars a student.

Students in professional or second-entry
programs in particular often face large
additional costs in the form of supplies and
equipment that are not optional. These
expenses are not included by institutions as
part of tuition, yet they are mandatory because
it is impossible for students in these programs
to complete their studies without them.

The best evidence currently available 
concerning the cost of supplies and equipment

for students in professional or specialty
programs is found in a survey conducted by
the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foun-
dation from July to December 2001. A total of
152 program units at various
universities and colleges
across the country were
questioned, and 86.5% of
these programs provided 
the requested data. In the
interest of brevity, only those
post-secondary programs
with substantial associated
indirect costs were included.
Programs with occasional course-specific fees
(such as biology, which sometimes charges
fees for field trips) or programs for which 
a few universities have exceptional costs 
(e.g., mandatory laptop purchase fees in some
management programs) were not included.

Table 3.IV.1 details the subjects and the cost
range for mandatory supplies and equipment
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IV. SUPPLIES AND EQUIPMENT

Students in profes-
sional or second-entry
programs in particu-
lar often face large
additional costs in 
the form of supplies
and equipment that
are not optional.

TABLE 3.IV.1 — MANDATORY SUPPLY AND EQUIPMENT COST RANGES IN SELECTED PROFESSIONAL
PROGRAMS AT CANADIAN UNIVERSITIES IN 2001–02

Source: 2001 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey
Notes: a The majority of respondents reported no additional cost per year of study.

b Additional costs for medicine, dentistry, and nursing students may include mandatory immunizations
(some of which are not covered by provincial healthcare plans) and/or CPR course costs. These costs
have not been included in the quoted amounts.

c Additional costs for fine arts degrees fluctuate considerably, since expenses are based on the level of
concentration  (i.e., minor, major, honours) and are assessed by course.

COST RANGE 
NUMBER OF FOR EACH YEAR OF 
INSTITUTIONS NUMBER OF STUDY FOR SUPPLIES

PROGRAM OFFERING PROGRAM RESPONDENTS AND EQUIPMENT

Agriculturea 9 9 $0–$215
Architecture 8 8 $0–$7,525 
Dentistryb 10 10 $0–$15,300 
Film studies 18 15 $0–$4,000
Fine artsc

Drawing/Painting 9 8 $0–$3,600
Photography 8 8 $0–$2,000
Sculpture 11 10 $0–$1,500

Forestry 8 5 $0–$1,100
Medicineb 16 16 $0–$8,825
Nursingb 39 31 $0–$2,000 
Pharmacya 9 7 $0–$50
Optometry 2 2 $550–$4,900
Veterinary Medicinea 4 3 $0–500



for various programs, several of which were
identified as having substantial indirect 
costs associated with the pursuit of a degree
(e.g., fees exceeding $1,000 per year for many
students). These fees are all in addition to
basic tuition and ancillary fees.

The equipment fees for some of the
disciplines shown in Table 3.IV.1 are quite
large and merit further explanation. In many
cases (e.g., medicine, dentistry, optometry,
architecture), the equipment purchased by
students can be used when individuals
complete their studies and enter the
workforce. In that sense, many of these fees
could be seen as “investments” rather than
“charges.” The cost of mandatory supplies and
equipment can also vary significantly within a
program according to the year of study.
Tables 3.IV.2 to .6 examine in more depth the
additional supply and equipment fees in
programs for which there is a significant
variation in these fees across the country.

As the preceding tables reveal, mandatory
equipment costs vary as much as — if not
more than — tuition and ancillary fees across
the country. For instance, cumulative
equipment costs for dentistry students can
vary from about $9,000 at the University of
Manitoba to over $55,000 at the University of
British Columbia. In medicine programs,
equipment costs can vary by over $10,000 a
student over the course of a degree. 

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

THE  PR ICE  OF  KNOWLEDGE :  ACCESS  AND STUDENT  F INANCE  IN  CANADA84

TABLE 3.IV.2 — MANDATORY SUPPLY AND EQUIPMENT COSTS BY INSTITUTION IN 2001–02: ARCHITECTURE

Source: 2001 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey 
Notes: a “N/A” signifies that no fee was reported by the institution.

ADDITIONAL FEES BY PROGRAM YEARa

INSTITUTION FIRST SECOND THIRD FOURTH FIFTH
Carleton University $1,000–$1,500 N/A N/A N/A N/A
Dalhousie University $3,300 $3,300 N/A N/A N/A
Université Laval N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
University of Manitoba $2,900 $2,900 $2,900 N/A N/A
McGill University $1,050–$1,450 $550–$950 $1,150–$1,550 $1,150–$1,550 N/A
Université de Montréal N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
Ryerson Polytechnic University $1,200 $1,000 $1,000 $1,500 N/A
University of Waterloo $1,950 $1,900 $2,525 $7,525 $3,700
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TABLE 3.IV.3 — MANDATORY SUPPLY AND EQUIPMENT COSTS BY INSTITUTION IN 2001–02: DENTISTRY

Source: 2001 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey
Notes: a “N/A” signifies that no fee was reported by the institution.

ADDITIONAL FEES BY PROGRAM YEARa

INSTITUTION FIRST SECOND THIRD FOURTH
University of Alberta $10,000 $8,500 $600 $550
Dalhousie University $5,725 $4,525 $1,375 $1,140
Université Laval $7,000 $4,000 $4,000 N/A
University of Manitoba $9,000 N/A N/A N/A
McGill University $207 $12,320 $7,950 $1,150
Université de Montréal $8,000 $7,800 $3,600 N/A
University of Saskatchewan $10,700 $7,300 $1,600 $1,800
University of Toronto $6,110 $6,175 $4,320 $3,995
University of British Columbia $15,300 $14,000 $13,800 $12,800
University of Western Ontario $5,708 $5,708 $5,708 $5,708

TABLE 3.IV.4 — MANDATORY SUPPLY AND EQUIPMENT COSTS BY INSTITUTION IN 2001–02: MEDICINE

Source: 2001 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey
Notes: a “N/A” signifies that no fee was reported by the institution.

b This fee includes the cost of a mandatory laptop computer.

ADDITIONAL FEES BY PROGRAM YEARa

INSTITUTION FIRST SECOND THIRD FOURTH
University of Alberta $1,333 $985 $535 $2,965
University of Calgary $2,740–$3,540 N/A $3,050–$5,150 N/A
Dalhousie University $2,000 N/A N/A N/A
Université Laval N/A N/A N/A N/A
University of Manitoba $2,000–$3,000 N/A N/A N/A
McGill University $207 N/A N/A N/A
McMaster University $1,900 $1,900 $1,900 N/A
Memorial University N/A N/A N/A N/A
Université de Montréal $1,000 N/A N/A N/A
University of Ottawab $3,725 $180 $180 $180
Queen’s University $2,000–$3,000 $2,000–$3,000 $2,000–$3,000 $2,000–$3,000
University of Saskatchewan $4,250 $650 $500 $1,000
Université de Sherbrooke $400 N/A N/A $650
University of Toronto $540 $450 $450 $450
University of British Columbia $2,885 $175 N/A $2,825–$8,825
University of Western Ontario $250 N/A N/A N/A
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TABLE 3.IV.5 — MANDATORY SUPPLY AND EQUIPMENT COSTS BY INSTITUTION IN 2001–02: NURSINGa

Source: 2001 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey
Notes: a The following institutions did not respond to the survey: Dalhousie, Lakehead, Malaspina, Moncton,

UPEI, Université du Québec à Hull, Université du Québec à Trois-Riviéres, and Windsor.
b “N/A” signifies that no fee was reported by the institution.

ADDITIONAL FEES BY PROGRAM YEARb

INSTITUTION FIRST SECOND THIRD FOURTH
University of Alberta $130 N/A N/A N/A
Athabasca University $335 $265 N/A N/A
Brandon University $150 $150 $100–$1,350 $100–$2,000
University of Calgary $330 $40 $40 $40
University College of $305 N/A N/A N/A
Cape Breton
University College of the Cariboo $485 N/A N/A N/A
University College of $570 $300 $50 $415
the Fraser Valley
Laurentian University $1,500 $600 $600 $400
Université Laval $500 N/A N/A N/A
University of Lethbridge $200–$450 N/A N/A N/A
University of Manitoba $220 $1,010 $387 $824
McGill University $800–$875 $55–$75 $105–$235 N/A
McMaster University $855 $656 $656 $656
Memorial University $335 $265 N/A N/A
Université de Montréal $335 $265 N/A N/A
University of New Brunswick $250–$300 N/A N/A N/A
Okanagan University College $630–$730 $520–$920 $520–$920 $645–$1,045
University of Ottawa $400 N/A N/A N/A
Queen’s University $195 $270 $40 $412
Ryerson Polytechnic University $821 $465 $465 $429
University of Saskatchewan $700 $700 $700 $700
Université de Sherbrooke $335 $265 N/A N/A
St. Francis Xavier University $140–$160 N/A N/A N/A
University of Toronto $475 $536 N/A N/A
Trinity Western University $350 N/A N/A N/A
University of British Columbia N/A N/A $300 $56–$85
University of Northern $1,000 N/A N/A N/A
British Columbia
Université du Québec $200 per course $200 per course $200 per course $200 per course
à Chicoutimi
Université du Québec à Rimouski $335 $265 N/A N/A
University of Western Ontario $350–$400 N/A N/A N/A
York University $335 $265 N/A N/A

TABLE 3.IV.6 — MANDATORY SUPPLY AND EQUIPMENT COSTS BY INSTITUTION IN 2001–02: OPTOMETRY

Source: 2001 Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation survey

ADDITIONAL FEES BY PROGRAM YEAR
INSTITUTION FIRST SECOND THIRD FOURTH
Université de Montréal $3,000 $3,000 $335 $2,500
University of Waterloo $4,900 $3,600 $650 $550



Approximately half of all post-secondary
students live away from their parents’ place(s)
of residence. For these students, housing
represents a cost which is at least as
significant as tuition, if not more so. Student
housing is often thought of simply in terms of
on-campus housing, but this view is
misleading in two ways: first, on-campus
housing is almost exclusively a university
phenomenon; and second, except at a few
liberal arts colleges such as Acadia University
and Mount Allison University, on-campus
housing represents only a small fraction of all
student housing.

ON-CAMPUS HOUSING: 
STUDENT RESIDENCE COSTS

Living on campus is a popular option for
many students entering post-secondary
education for the first time, especially those
who are coming to large urban universities
from rural or remote areas. According to the
Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s
2001 Survey of First-Year Students, 29% of all
first-year students live in on-campus housing;
they represent 58% of all first-year students
living away from their parents. It is not hard

to understand the appeal of on-campus
housing to first-year students: it provides them
with a sense of both community and security.
While the proportion of students who live in
residence is relatively high in the first year of
studies, the number tends to drop off sharply
thereafter as students move off campus.

Most institutions offer a
wide variety of housing
options to students. These
options include dormitory-
style housing (each student
has a sleeping room but
shares the bathroom,
kitchen, and living room), apartments with
multiple rooming options, and townhouses
(especially common for mature and married
students). The price of on-campus housing
can vary significantly depending on the type
of living arrangement and institution.

It is difficult to display data for on-campus
rental increases, because most data are reported
to Statistics Canada as lower and upper ranges
and are based on yearly rather than monthly
figures. Figures 3.V.1, .2, .3, and .4 display the
price ranges for rooms in residence at major
Canadian universities for 2001–2002. Statistics
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V. HOUSING
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FIGURE 3.V.2 — LOWER AND UPPER RANGES FOR RESIDENCE COSTS (ROOM ONLY) IN QUEBEC IN 2001–02a

Source: Statistics Canada’s, Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey
Notes: a Data for Université de Laval were not included due to incompatibility.
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FIGURE 3.V.3 — LOWER AND UPPER RANGES FOR RESIDENCE COSTS (ROOM ONLY) 
IN ONTARIO IN 2001–02a

Source: Statistics Canada’s, Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey
Notes: a Data for Queen’s University and Carleton University were not included due to incompatibility.



Canada reports costs on an annual basis, but
it should be noted that in most cases this only
covers rent for the eight months of the regular
fall and winter terms.

Figure 3.V.2 shows a remarkable variation
in price for on-campus housing in Quebec.
The lowest price for a room at Bishop’s
University, for instance, is higher than the
highest price for a room at four of the other
five institutions in the province that offer
housing. At both the top and bottom end 

of the range, Bishop’s University and 
McGill University rank first and second,
respectively, in terms of offering the country’s
most expensive residences. The Université de
Sherbrooke, on the other hand, has the
country’s lowest-priced student housing.

Figure 3.V.3 shows that, in contrast to
Quebec, the range of residence fees 
for Ontario universities is remarkably
consistent, with the exception of Ryerson
Polytechnic University.
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IN WESTERN CANADA IN 2001–02a

Source: Statistics Canada’s, Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey
Notes: a Data on Brandon University were not included due to incompatibility.



MEAL PLANS

Most university residences offer residents a
meal plan or a selection of such plans, in addi-
tion to room costs. In many cases, purchase of
a meal plan is mandatory for students living in
residence. Table 3.V.1 outlines the cost of meal
plans at various Canadian post-secondary
institutions. The lower and upper ranges
reflect the different available meal plan
options. It should be noted that these costs are
reported on an annual basis, but in most cases
the meal plans cover only the eight months of
the regular fall and winter terms.

OFF-CAMPUS HOUSING: AVERAGE RENT IN

MAJOR CANADIAN CITIES

Most students live in off-campus housing, and
the costs can vary enormously. The variability
stems partly from differences in local housing
markets, but a substantial proportion of the
real variation in student housing costs stems
from individual decisions about living
arrangements, including the size of apartment
and the number of room-mates with whom
rent is shared. Table 3.V.2 outlines the cost of
a one-bedroom apartment in Canadian cities
with multiple post-secondary institutions.
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TABLE 3.V.1 — UNIVERSITY RESIDENCE MEAL PLAN COSTS IN 2001–02a

Source: Statistics Canada’s, Annual Tuition and Additional Fee Survey
Notes: a This table only includes those institutions which reported their pricing options to Statistics Canada.

INSTITUTION LOWER RANGE UPPER RANGE
Memorial University $2,400 $2,706
University of Prince Edward Island $2,596 $2,670
Acadia University $2,230 $2,530
Dalhousie University $2,288 $2,366
St. Francis Xavier University $2,570 $2,865
Université de Moncton $2,400 $2,500
Mount Allison University $2,860 $2,910
University of New Brunswick $1,985 $2,133
St. Thomas University $2,100 $2,550
Bishop’s University $4,000 $6,000
Université de Sherbrooke $1,216 $1,656
Brock University $2,585 $2,970
University of Guelph $2,290 $3,330
Lakehead University $2,465
Laurentian University $500 $2,100
McMaster University $2,475 $3,075
University of Ottawa $1,625 $2,250
Queen’s University $3,531
Ryerson Polytechnic University $1,560 $2,380
University of Toronto $1,835 $3,166
Trent University $2,760 $3,364
University of Waterloo $1,150 $1,550
University of Western Ontario $1,720 $3,220
Wilfred Laurier University $2,400 $2,800
University of Windsor $960 $3,350
York University $1,610 $2,400
Brandon University $2,285
University of Manitoba $1,700 $2,822
University of Saskatchewan $3,006
University of Alberta $945 $2,200
University of Calgary $1,880 $3,170
University of Lethbridge $1,766 $2,252
University of British Columbia $2,478 $3,164
University of Victoria $2,672



Because of the diversity of student living
arrangements, this table should not be taken 
to represent the real costs of housing for
students who live off campus. It is, however, a
reasonable guide to the variations in costs
faced by students in different urban centres.

As Table 3.V.2 indicates, the average
housing costs are highest in Toronto, Ottawa,
and Vancouver and lowest in Trois-Rivières
and Sherbrooke. Interestingly, there does not
appear to be a strong relationship between
the cost of off-campus and on-campus
housing in a given metropolitan area.
Sherbrooke has the lowest rental costs of any
city in the country but contains both the most
expensive (Bishop’s University) and the least
expensive (Université de Sherbrooke) student
residences in the country. One Toronto 
institution (Ryerson Polytechnic University)
has very high on-campus rent, while others
(e.g., York University, the University of
Toronto) have on-campus rent comparable to
the provincial average for Ontario. Thus, as
with other costs facing students, it is difficult
to make generalizations about the overall
housing costs faced by students.
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TABLE 3.V.2 — RENTAL RATES IN CANADIAN CITIES

Source: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation
and Statistics Canada’s CANSIM II 027-0040

AVERAGE
AVERAGE RENT FOR A  
MONTLY ONE-BED-

RENT FOR A ROOM 
ONE-BED- APARTMENT 

ROOM OVER EIGHT  
LOCATION APARTMENT MONTHS
St.John’s, NF $494 $3,952
Charlottetown, PE $449 $3,592
Halifax, NS $511 $4,088
Fredericton, NB $521 $4,168
Moncton, NB $457 $3,656
Montreal, QC $483 $3,864
Quebec, QC $481 $3,848
Sherbrooke, QC $367 $2,936
Trois-Rivières, QC $362 $2,896
Guelph, ON $669 $5,352
Hamilton, ON $610 $4,880
Kingston, ON $599 $4,792
Kitchener, ON $617 $4,936
London, ON $549 $4,392
North Bay, ON $505 $4,040
Ottawa, ON $765 $6,120
Peterborough, ON $554 $4,432
St.Catharines, ON $576 $4,608
Sudbury, ON $508 $4,064
Thunder Bay, ON $536 $4,288
Toronto, ON $867 $6,936
Windsor, ON $621 $4,968
Brandon, MB $439 $3,512
Winnipeg, MB $477 $3,816
Regina, SK $476 $3,808
Saskatoon, SK $460 $3,680
Calgary, AB $642 $5,136
Edmonton, AB $535 $4,280
Lethbridge, AB $499 $3,992
Prince George, BC $479 $3,832
Vancouver, BC $722 $5,776
Victoria, BC $578 $4,624



Most students do not require childcare. While
no comprehensive data exist regarding the
number of students with dependents, most
informal data suggest that they represent
fewer than 10% of the overall post-secondary
student population. But within this group, the
importance of the costs and availability of
childcare cannot be overstated.

Almost all university campuses and many
college campuses provide some type of
daycare facility for members of the campus
community. Universities alone provide
approximately 4,000 daycare spots nation-
wide. However, the children of faculty and
staff, rather than children of students, take

many of these spots. Rita
Rosen and Sue Wilson, in
their 1999 study Students
with Dependent Care (which
focused solely on Ontario
universities), suggested that
students’ children occupied

approximately half of all on-campus child-
care spots. This implies that there are
approximately 2,000 on-campus childcare
spots available for students across the country. 
The number of students using off-campus
childcare arrangements is unknown but is

presumably larger than the number of
students using on-campus centres.

Childcare costs vary considerably accord-
ing to the childcare facility and the age of 
the child. Subsidies also vary considerably
from province to province and are also
usually sensitive to family size and number 
of dependents. The presence of all these
variables prevents an accurate global
assessment of the costs facing students with
dependents. Only ranges of possible costs
and subsidies can be determined.

Tables 3.VI.1, .2, and .3 provide a glimpse
of students’ childcare costs and available
subsidies. The campus daycare charges cited
here are taken from a survey on campus
childcare facilities conducted by the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation in the
summer of 2001.3 Due to space limitations,
data are broken down by province rather than
by institution; as a result, ranges of costs at
on-campus childcare facilities are provided,
rather than exact figures. As a general rule,
childcare on college campuses is less expen-
sive than on university campuses, though
there is considerable overlap between the
ranges at the two types of institutions. 
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VI. CHILDCARE

Childcare costs vary
considerably according
to the childcare 
facility and the 
age of the child.

3. The survey attempted to determine the number of places and the cost of daycare at all public colleges and
universities. Forty-five of the 53 universities contacted provided information regarding their daycare facilities.
Fifty-nine of the 108 colleges which were contacted also participated.
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TABLE 3.VI.1 — CHILDCARE COSTS FOR INFANTS (UP TO 18 MONTHS)

Notes: a Data taken from Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation childcare survey (2001).
b Data taken from Early Childhood Care and Education in Canada: Provinces and Territories (1998).
c Data taken from the Canada Student Loans (CSL) Program’s Policy Manual and the Aide Financière aux Études’ (AFE)

Une Aide à Votre Portée.
d Data are not available due to the small sample size.
e Childcare programs are run separately by municipality; no province-wide norms exist.

INCOME INCOME 
MONTHLY CUT-OFF FOR CUT-OFF FOR

CAMPUS MEAN FULL SUBSIDY: PARTIAL SUBSIDY:
DAYCARE CHILDCARE STUDENT AID 1 PARENT/1 CHILD 1 PARENT/1 CHILD

COSTS COSTS CHILDCARE 2 PARENTS/ 2 PARENTS/
PROVINCE (RANGE)a (ALL DAYCARES)b ALLOWANCEc 2 CHILDRENb 2 CHILDREN
BC $535–$960 $650 $778 $18,914 $27,816

$23,016 $31,846
AB $400–$825 $525 $430 $20,250 $30,720

$24,120 $45,720
SK $525 N/Ad $440 $19,668 $31,920

$20,868 $45,720
MB $495–$564 $573 $460 $13,787 $24,369

$18,895 $40,059
ON $515–$1,800 $783 $357 N/Ae N/Ae

QC $5/day $100 (public system) $391 (CSL) $5/day in all   $5/day in all
$477 (private) $100 (AFE) public daycares —  public daycares — 

otherwise, no subsidy otherwise, no subsidy
NB $95–$440 $380 $494 $15,000 $23,100

$15,000 $24,180
PE $117–$600 $440 $433 $13,440 $25,440

$19,200 $40,800
NS $344–$705 $470 $429 $16,812 $24,540

$17,712 $34,092
NF $365–$480 N/Ad $405 $9,960 $18,240

$11,040 $19,230

Costs for infants are generally higher than
those for older children because lower staff-
to-child ratios are required in order to provide
adequate care, although in Atlantic Canada
childcare facilities appear not to vary their
charges by age. 

Ontario and Quebec, the country’s two
largest provinces, have systems that are
somewhat difficult to encapsulate. Province-
wide generalizations are difficult to make 

in Ontario because of the provincial
government’s decision in the mid-1990s to
delegate the administration of childcare
subsidies to municipalities. The Quebec
system is not quite as varied as Ontario’s, but
significant distinctions remain between 
the private and public daycare sectors.
Although public daycare in Quebec is $5/per
day for all parents regardless of income, the
supply of public places is limited. This leaves



substantial childcare demand to be met by
private facilities, for which no public subsidy
is available.

There does not appear to be an obvious
relationship between average provincial
childcare costs and the allowances used 
by student assistance programs, except in
Quebec where it is clear that the student
assistance program has based its allowable

costs solely on the rates for public child-
care providers.

It is fairly clear from the subsidy cut-off
points listed in the tables above that full
daycare subsidies should be available to single
parents studying full-time. Because they are
studying full-time, the majority of these
individuals generally are not making a
substantial income and therefore will qualify
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TABLE 3.VI.2 — CHILDCARE COSTS FOR TODDLERS (18 TO 36 MONTHS)

Notes: a Data taken from Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation childcare survey (2001).
b Data taken from Early Childhood Care and Education in Canada: Provinces and Territories (1998).
c Data taken from the Canada Student Loans (CSL) Program’s Policy Manual and the Aide Financière aux Études’ (AFE)

Une Aide à Votre Portée.
d Childcare programs are run separately by municipality; no province-wide norms exist.

INCOME INCOME 
MONTHLY CUT-OFF FOR CUT-OFF FOR

COST OF MEAN FULL SUBSIDY: PARTIAL SUBSIDY:
ON-CAMPUS CHILDCARE STUDENT AID 1 PARENT/1 CHILD 1 PARENT/1 CHILD

CHILDCARE COSTS CHILDCARE 2 PARENTS/ 2 PARENTS/
PROVINCE (RANGE)a (ALL CENTRES)b ALLOWANCEc 2 CHILDRENb 2 CHILDRENb

BC $490–$875 $547 $778 $18,914 $27,816
$23,016 $31,846

AB $400–$690 $450 $430 $20,250 30,720
$24,120$ $45,720

SK $460–$690 $405 $440 $19,668 $31,920
$20,868 $45,720

MB $495–$824 $383 $460 $13,787 $24,369
$18,895 $40,059

ON $515–$1,410 $603 $357 N/Ad N/Ad

QC $5/day $100 (public system) $391 (CSL) $5/day in all   $5/day in all
$455 (private) $100 (AFE) public daycares —  public daycares — 

otherwise, no subsidy otherwise, no subsidy
NB $90–$440 $360 $494 $15,000 $23,100

$15,000 $24,180
PE $117–$600 $380 $433 $13,440 $25,440

$19,200 $40,800
NS $344–$705 $412 $429 $16,812 $24,540

$17,712 $34,092
NF $365–$500 $380 $405 $9,960 $18,240

$11,040 $19,230
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TABLE 3.VI.3 — CHILDCARE COSTS FOR PRE-SCHOOLERS (36 TO 54 MONTHS)

Notes: a Data taken from Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation childcare survey (2001).
b Data taken from Early Childhood Care and Education in Canada: Provinces and Territories (1998).
c Data taken from the Canada Student Loans (CSL) Program’s Policy Manual and the Aide Financière aux Études’ (AFE)

Une Aide à Votre Portée.
d Childcare programs are run separately by municipality; no province-wide norms exist.

INCOME INCOME 
MONTHLY CUT-OFF FOR CUT-OFF FOR

COST OF MEAN FULL SUBSIDY: PARTIAL SUBSIDY:
ON-CAMPUS CHILDCARE STUDENT AID 1 PARENT/1 CHILD 1 PARENT/1 CHILD

CHILDCARE COSTS CHILDCARE 2 PARENTS/ 2 PARENTS/
PROVINCE (RANGE)a (ALL CENTRES)b ALLOWANCEc 2 CHILDRENb 2 CHILDREN
BC $325–$610 $460 $778 $18,914 $27,816

$23,016 $31,846
AB $400–$655 $425 $430 $20,250 $30,720

$24,120 $45,720
SK $420–$525 $380 $440 $19,668 $31,920

$20,868 $45,720
MB $495–$564 $368 $460 $13,787 $24,369

$18,895 $40,059
ON $515–$1,260 $541 $357 N/Ad N/Ad

QC $5/day $100 (public system) $391 (CSL) $5/day in all   $5/day in all
$455 (private) $100 (AFE) public daycares —  public daycares — 

otherwise, no subsidy otherwise, no subsidy
NB $90–$440 $360 $494 $15,000 $23,100

$15,000 $24,180
PE $117–$600 $360 $433 $13,440 $25,440

$19,200 $40,800
NS $344–$705 $412 $429 $16,812 $24,540

$17,712 $34,092
NF $365–$500 $360 $405 $9,960 $18,240

$11,040 $19,230

for the subsidy in most provinces. A notable
exception is Quebec, where a student who is
unable to obtain space for his or her child in a
public daycare and is forced to use a private
system instead will not receive a subsidy.
Students with both dependents and spouses
(married or common-law) may not be able to
receive the same levels of subsidies as single

parents, particularly if the spouse has income
from full-time employment. If this is the case,
then the costs facing students will vary
substantially according to the fee being
charged by the childcare facility and the
percentage of the full subsidy that is available
to the student.



Employment is a major source of income for
most students. Nearly all students participate
in the labour market in the summer and

approximately one-half do
so during the academic year
as well. Overall, data show
that student employment
has increased during the
1990s, but not to unpre-
cedented levels. Student
employment, like the rest of
the labour market, declined

at the start of the 1990s and has taken a
decade to return to the employment levels of
the late 1980s.

EMPLOYMENT WHILE STUDYING

Statistics Canada’s Labour Force Survey (LFS)
is a monthly household sample survey that
measures the labour market status of
members of randomly selected Canadian
households. On the basis of this survey,
estimates of national, provincial, and sub-
provincial labour force characteristics, includ-
ing the much-cited monthly unemployment
figures, are obtained. The LFS is able to
aggregate data by age categories, educational
attainment, and participation. According 
to LFS data, the percentage of students aged
15 to 29 working during the 2000–01 academic
year represented an all-time high, and the
number of college and university students
employed during their studies has been
steadily increasing since the mid-1990s. 
Figure 3.VII.1 breaks down the employment
rates for college and university students aged
15 to 29 during the past 20 years. 

The LFS data suggest that slightly less than
50% of students are employed, but reveal
nothing about students who are “unemployed”
— that is, actively searching for work but
unable to find any. This is mostly a question of
definitions: individuals studying full-time
cannot be deemed “unemployed” by Statistics
Canada because they are in effect deemed to
be “in training.” Data from other sources can,
however, shed some light on this question. 

Ekos Research, on behalf of the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation, surveyed
over 1,500 students about their anticipated
working arrangements in September 2001 as
part of a year-long study of student income
and expenditures. The Ekos Research survey
asked students whether they believed 
they would be employed throughout the
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VII. EMPLOYMENT INCOME
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Source: Ekos Research’s’ Student Income and Expenditure Survey
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Nearly all students
participate in the
labour market 
in the summer 
and approximately 
one-half do 
so during the 
academic year.



2001–2002 academic year, and over 69%
responded positively, with the highest
percentages coming from the lowest age
groups. Gender did not affect the likelihood
of anticipating employment during the school
year, but region did: students in western
Canada were more likely to anticipate
employment during studies than students in
Atlantic or central Canada. Figure 3.VII.2
outlines the regional differences for antici-
pated student employment in Canada. 

In February 2001, the Canadian
Undergraduate Survey Consortium (CUSC)
asked over 7,000 first-year students across
Canada about their employment status during
the year. Forty-two percent of respondents said
that they were employed during the academic
year; this finding is very similar to the LFS data.
The CUSC data also showed that an additional
35% of students were seeking employment — 
bringing the total labour force participation 
rate (those employed plus those seeking
employment) to 75%, which corresponds with
the Ekos Research survey results.

The CUSC and Ekos Research data suggest
that there is a large gap between the number of
students who “anticipate” working (which may
or may not indicate a desire to work) and the
number who actually work. It may therefore
appear as if there are large numbers of student
job-seekers unable to find work. However, since
we do not know how intensively these students
are looking for work or how realistic their
“expectation” of work is, it is difficult to analyze
the true nature and extent of this problem. 
More research is needed to clarify this point. 

AVERAGE HOURS WORKED

The average number of hours worked by
Canadian post-secondary students aged 15 to
29 during the school year has actually declined
slightly over the past two decades. College and
university students tend to work about the
same number of hours and, unsurprisingly,
older students tend to work more hours than
younger ones. Figure 3.VII.3 outlines the
average hours worked by employed college
and university students, sorted by age.
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There is remarkable consistency in the
number of hours worked by students in the
“18 to 24” age group. Across provinces and
throughout the time period covered, students
from this age group worked between 17 and
18 hours a week on average. In the “25 to 29”
age group, however, regional differences
become more significant. Students in
Newfoundland, for example, worked over 
35 hours a week on average, which is more
than five hours above the national average.
This number has risen sharply in the last two
years, but the rise is not unprecedented;
Newfoundland students also experienced
large increases in the average number of
hours worked in 1991 and in 1994. It is not
clear what caused these sharp increases, as
they are not correlated with a consistent set of

external economic conditions (in 1991 and
1994, Newfoundland students faced economic
slumps and rising tuition, while in 2000–01,
the economy was growing and tuition 
was frozen).

Older students in British Columbia,
Alberta, and Prince Edward Island have also
experienced large fluctuations in the average
hours worked during the past decade, none
of which are obviously related to changes in
overall economic conditions or tuition levels.
This may suggest that the number of hours
worked by students is not particularly sensi-
tive to broader economic conditions.

Figures 3.VII.4, .5, and .6 outline the
provincial differences for average hours worked
by post-secondary students aged 18 to 24 
and 25 to 29.
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SUMMER EMPLOYMENT

While not all students are able to work during
the summer (many study for ten or twelve
months a year, which makes summer
employment difficult or impossible to obtain),
the large majority of students find employ-
ment during the summer months. Summer
employment rates for students aged 20 to 24
in Canada have gone through a series of highs
and lows over the past two decades, but the
general trend has been downwards.
Throughout the 1980s, according to the
Labour Force Survey, student summer
employment rates for individuals aged 20 to
24 began at 70% to 72%, slowly decreased
until the mid- to late-80s, then rose quickly to
reach 77% by 1989. In the 1990s, on the other
hand, employment rates were not very stable. 
The 1990s began with five straight years of
declining summer employment rates for 20- to
24-year-olds and levelled in 1997 at a rate of
65%. Figures 3.VII.7, .8, and .9 show the 

student summer employment rates for 
individuals aged 20 to 24 in three regions
across the country during the past 20 years.

Table 3.VII.1 shows the average hourly
wage for students aged 15 to 24 working both
full- and part-time during the summer months,
as reported by Statistics Canada. Wages have
increased steadily over the past five years and,
if current trends continue, a full-time summer
job in 2002 should pay (on average) over
$9.50 an hour and a part-time job (on
average) just over $7.90 an hour. Considering
that the 2002 national (weighted) minimum
wage is $6.51 and that only British Columbia
and Quebec have minimum wages of $7.00 or
more, the data suggest that students are
generally working in jobs that pay more than
minimum wage. Figure 3.VII.10 shows the
minimum wage in each Canadian jurisdiction
during the summer months in question for the
past five years.
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FIGURE 3.VII.7 — SUMMER EMPLOYMENT RATES FOR STUDENTS AGED 20 TO 24 
IN ATLANTIC CANADA FROM 1981–2001

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey.



C H A P T E R  3  —  C O S T S  A N D  R E S O U R C E S 101

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

1981 1986 1991 1996 2001

Year

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 E
m

p
lo

y
ed

CA MB SK AB BC

FIGURE 3.VII.9 — SUMMER EMPLOYMENT RATES FOR STUDENTS AGED 20 TO 24 
IN WESTERN CANADA FROM 1981 TO 2001

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey.
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FIGURE 3.VII.8 — SUMMER EMPLOYMENT RATES FOR STUDENTS AGED 20 TO 24 
IN CENTRAL CANADA FROM 1981 TO 2001

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey.

TABLE 3.VII.1 — AVERAGE HOURLY EARNINGS FOR EMPLOYED CANADIAN STUDENTS (MAY TO AUGUST)

Source: Statistics Canada’s Labour Force Survey V10073

TYPE OF WORK 1997 1998 1999 2000 20001
Total $7.78 $7.88 $8.05 $8.21 $8.49
Full-time $8.41 $8.50 $8.81 $9.01 $9.39
Part-time $7.28 $7.39 $7.48 $7.59 $7.79
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FIGURE 3.VII.10 — MINIMUM WAGES BY PROVINCE IN 1997 AND 2001 (SUMMER ONLY)ab

Source: Statistics Canada’s, Labour Force Survey
Notes: a The minimum wage for New Brunswick changed from $5.75/hour to $5.90/hour in July 2001; 

the number given is the average of the two.
b Since August 2001, British Columbia has increased its minimum wage to $8.00/hour 
(there is, however, a first-job rate of $6.00/hour which applies to the first 500 hours of 
employment, or approximately the first six months of a new part-time job); Prince Edward Island 
has increased it to $6.00; and Newfoundland and Labrador has increased it to $6.00. 

TABLE 3.VII.2 — STUDENT SUMMER INCOME
DISTRIBUTION

Source: Ekos Research’s Student Income 
and Expenditure Survey

INCOME LEVEL DISTRIBUTION
$0 11%
$1–$1,999 18%
$2,000–$3,999 30%
$4,000–$5,999 21%
$6,000+ 17%
Don’t Know / Not Reported 14%

Mean (with income only) $4,000
Median (with income only) $3,200



The Ekos Research survey on student
income and expenditures can shed some
additional light on the issue of summer
wages. Participants in this survey were asked
in September 2001 to report their net summer
earnings from May to August 2001. Ninety
percent of respondents reported at least some
summer employment earnings. Table 3.VII.2
shows the interval distribution of summer
employment income for these students from
across Canada.

The Ekos Research data reveal marked
differences in summer earnings when they are

sorted by age, region, and gender. Income
rises steadily with age, presumably because
the labour market rewards experience. Region
also has an impact on summer employment
earnings, as students from Alberta enjoyed a
small summer earnings advantage over the
rest of the country. The average student in
Alberta reported a summer income of $4,300,
compared to a mean of $3,100 for Quebec
and Atlantic Canada. Finally, the survey also
showed a small difference in the reported
average earnings of male and female students.
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TABLE 3.VII.3 — STUDENT MEAN SUMMER EMPLOYMENT INCOME 
(BY SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS)

Source: Ekos Research’s Student Income and Expenditure Survey

SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC MEAN OF STUDENTS 
CHARACTERISTIC MEAN OF ALL STUDENTS WITH SUMMER EARNINGS
Age (years) 18–19 $2,400 $2,600

20–21 $3,400 $3,700
22–23 $3,800 $4,200
24–25 $4,100 $4,600
26 + $4,400 $5,700

Region BC $3,200 $3,800
AB $4,300 $4,500
SK/MB $3,600 $3,900
ON $3,700 $4,200
QC $3,100 $3,600
Atlantic $3,100 $3,700

Gender Male $3,800 $4,300
Female $3,200 $3,700



The cost of pursuing post-secondary
education is often not borne by the student
alone, but rather by a combination of the
student and parents, guardians, and family.
Yet despite the importance of intergenera-
tional transfers in financing post-secondary
education, very little data are available regard-
ing the size and frequency of these transfers. 

According to the Ekos Research Student
Income and Expenditure Survey conducted
on behalf of the Canada Millennium

Scholarship Foundation in 
the fall of 2001, nearly half
(46%) of all students sur-
veyed reported that they
would be receiving some
financial support from their
parents throughout the
academic year. There is, not
surprisingly, a correlation
between parental contribu-

tions and the age of students. Specifically, 
the Ekos Research survey shows a negative
correlation between parental contributions
and age. Sixty-four percent of students
under 20 reported that they expected to
receive some financial assistance from their
parents during the year, whereas only one-fifth

of students over the age of 25 reported the
same. Interestingly, the likelihood of receiving
parental aid was unaffected by the receipt of
student aid; students with government loans
and/or grants were no more or less likely to
receive money from their parents than
students without government assistance.
Table 3.VIII.1 breaks down parental support
by age and gender. 

In the Canadian Undergraduate Survey
Consortium’s (CUSC) 2000 survey of graduating
students (n=6,388), over 51% of respondents
indicated that they received money from their
parents or relatives to finance their education
in the then-current academic year. Given that
most students graduate at the age of 22 or
older, the CUSC results indicate somewhat
higher levels of parental support than the
Ekos Research survey. This difference is likely
accounted for by the fact that the Ekos
Research survey asked about expected
parental contributions in the month of
September, while the CUSC survey asked
about actual parental contributions in the
month of February.

The CUSC survey also reveals that money
from parents ranked as the most common
source of student funds after summer employ-
ment (57%). Students from institutions located
in mid-sized or large urban centres in Canada
were somewhat more likely to receive 
money from parents or relatives than students
in institutions from smaller Canadian centres. 

Another source of data on this subject is
Statistics Canada’s Youth in Transition Survey
(YITS). YITS focused on youth aged 18 to 20
and asked, among other things, about their
educational status and financial situation. The
findings of YITS are strikingly similar to those
of the Ekos Research and CUSC surveys. After
employment income, parental contributions
represented the second most common source
of funds among 18- to 20-year-olds, with 65%
of all students receiving funds from this source. 
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VIII. PARENTAL CONTRIBUTIONS

TABLE 3.VIII.1 — DISTRIBUTION OF STUDENTS
EXPECTING PARENTAL SUPPORT
BY AGE AND GENDER 

Source: Ekos Research’s Student Income and
Expenditure Survey

PROPORTION OF
ALL STUDENTS

SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC EXPECTING
CHARACTERISTIC SUPPORT
Age (years) 18–19 64%

20–21 52%
22–23 42%
24–25 35%
26 + 21%

Gender Men 49%
Women 43%



Since 1980, there has been a reasonably
steady increase in the number of students
borrowing to pursue post-secondary educa-
tion. Figure 3.IX.1 shows the trend over the
past two decades, as measured by the number 
of borrowers within the Canada Student 
Loans Program and Quebec’s Programme de
prêts et bourses. 

Broadly speaking, the trend in the total
number of borrowers can be divided into four
periods. In the early 1980s, the number of
borrowers, both in the Canada Student Loans
zone and in Quebec, increased by approxi-
mately 10% per year. Growth stalled in the
mid-1980s and the number of borrowers
declined for the remainder of the decade;
between 1986–87 and 1988–89, the number of
borrowers fell by 15% or so. The reasons for
this decline are not clear, but they do coincide
with a period of very strong growth in youth
employment. For most of the 1990s, growth
resumed, but the pace of growth slowed as
the decade went on. At the very end of the
1990s, growth trends in Quebec and the
Canada Student Loans zone were heading in
opposite directions for the first time: growth
in the number of Canada Student Loans
borrowers continued, albeit slowly, while in
Quebec the number of borrowers began
decreasing. In part, this may have been a
result of differing demographic trends, but it is
also true that the decline in borrowing in
Quebec coincided with a more stringent
application of the needs assessment criteria
for provincial government assistance.

CANADA STUDENT LOANS PROGRAM

Since 1964, the Canada Student Loans
Program has assisted over 2.7 million full-time
students with the costs of their post-secondary
education by providing more than $15 billion
in subsidized loans. The majority of lending

for Canada Student Loans Program is targeted
at full-time post-secondary students; however,
the program does allocate money to part-time
students as well. The governments of the
Northwest Territories, Nunavut, and Quebec,
which do not participate in the Canada
Student Loans Program, have not historically
provided loans to part-time students.

In 1988, the Government of Canada intro-
duced part-time loans into the student finan-
cial aid system at a time when part-time
student enrolment was
rising rapidly. Growth in the
program has been rapid,
with a ten-fold increase in
the number of borrowers
between 1988 and 1999.
This growth, however, has
been from a very small
base: there are still only
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IX. INCOME FROM STUDENT ASSISTANCE
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FIGURE 3.IX.1 — TOTAL NUMBER OF BORROWERS IN CANADA 
FROM 1980 TO 1999abc

Source: Canada Student Loans Program research database and 
Aide financière aux études research database

Notes: a The total number of Canada Student Loans borrowers for 
1998–99 is a preliminary estimate.

b The Canada Student Loans Program’s loan year runs from
August 1 to July 31; the Aide financière aux études’ loan 
year runs from May 1 to April 30.  

c The totals for the Canada Student Loans Program include 
both full-time and part-time loans.
Quebec did not provide student assistance for part-time
students during the period shown in this graph.



3,000 students who borrow from the part-time
student loan program. As a proportion of total
borrowers, this is only a fraction of 1% of all
borrowers. Figure 3.IX.2 shows the distribu-
tion of the Canada Student Loans Program’s
full-time and part-time loans in 1998–99.

DEMOGRAPHICS

Unfortunately, relatively little data are
collected on the demographic profile of
student loan borrowers in Canada, and even
less are published. Based on the available
data, it seems that the borrowing population
closely resembles the Canadian student popu-
lation as a whole in terms of age and gender.
The best available evidence on the subject
comes from the Canada Student Loans
Program; the Government of Quebec does
not publish comparable statistics. 

The gender distribution of borrowers
duplicates almost exactly the overall enrol-
ment trends in Canada. Thus, since the 1980s,
the majority of borrowers in the Canada
Student Loans Program have been female.
Table 3.IX.1 shows the number of full-time
Canada Student Loans borrowers by gender.

The age breakdown of the Canada
Student Loans Program reveals that almost
70% of borrowers are under 25 years of 
age. According to Canada Student Loans
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FIGURE 3.IX.2 — DISTRIBUTION OF FULL-TIME AND PART-TIME
BORROWERS OF CANADA STUDENT LOANS IN 1998–99

Source: Canada Student Loans Program estimates

TABLE 3.IX.1 — NUMBER OF FULL-TIME CANADA STUDENT LOANS BORROWERS BY GENDERa

Source: Canada Student Loans Program’s Review of the Government of Canada’s 
Student Financial Assistance Programs 1998–99

Notes: a Data do not include students from Quebec, the Northwest Territories, or Nunavut, 
as these jurisdictions do not participate in the Canada Student Loans Program.

1990–91 % 1994–95 % 1998–99 %
Female 133,458 55% 170,812 54% 200,556 56%
Male 107,085 45% 144,858 46% 158,375 44%
Total 240,543 100% 315,670 100% 358,931 100%

TABLE 3.IX.2 — AGE DISTRIBUTION OF FULL-TIME CANADA STUDENT LOANS PROGRAM BORROWERSa

Source: Canada Student Loans Program’s Review of the Government of Canada’s 
Student Financial Assistance Programs 1998–99

Notes: a These numbers do not include Quebec, the Northwest Territories, or Nunavut, 
as these jurisdictions do not participate in the Canada Student Loans Program.

b The loan year is from August 1 to July 31.

LOAN YEARb

AGE GROUPS (YEARS) 1996–97 1997–98 1998–99
Under 25 67% 68% 68%
25–29 17% 17% 16%
30–34 7% 7% 7%
35+ 8% 8% 9%



Program data, this has remained constant
over the past few years. Table 3.IX.2 shows
the age distribution for borrowers of Canada
Student Loans.

ETHNICITY

Ethnic differences with respect to borrowing
for post-secondary education appear to be min-
imal. There are no government data available
on this subject; as a result, the best available
evidence comes from the 2001 Canadian
University Survey Consortium (CUSC)
Undergraduate Survey. The CUSC survey
asked respondents to indicate whether they
belonged to a visible minority.4 Cross-tabulat-
ing the responses to this question and partici-
pants’ answers regarding the presence of debt
allows us to estimate the relative likelihood of
borrowing for members of visible minorities
vis-à-vis students who did not declare
themselves a member of a visible minority. It
should be noted, however, that the CUSC
simply asked about “debt” rather than
“student loan debt” specifically.

Table 3.IX.3 shows the differences
between visible minority students and the
rest of the student population in terms of
reported debt levels. These data show that
students who identified themselves as
belonging to a visible minority were less
likely to borrow money during their 
studies but those who did borrow were
likely to borrow greater sums of money. The
differences are small, but nevertheless signif-
icant at the .05 level.

GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION OF BORROWERS

The geographic breakdown for borrowers of
student financial assistance, not surprisingly,
resembles the population breakdown of the
country. The best available evidence comes
from the Canada Student Loans Program’s
database and the Aide financière aux études’
database. The data included in this compari-
son are meant to provide the reader with a
geographical breakdown of borrowers and
not to account for students who borrow
from both federal and provincial programs.
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4. The question was: “Do you consider yourself to be a member of a visible minority? (Note: visible minority are
those who are, because of their race or colour, in a visible minority in Canada)”

TABLE 3.IX.3 — STUDENT INDEBTEDNESS OF VISIBLE MINORITIES

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s 2001 Undergraduate Students Survey
Notes: a The row for each answer breaks down the data in two ways: first, as the total number of respondents; 

and second, as a proportion of the total number of respondents who gave that particular answer.

MEMBER ANTICIPATED DEBT LEVELS WHEN COMPLETEDa

OF VISIBLE LESS THAN $10,001 TO $20,0001 TO OVER DON’T 
MINORITY NO DEBT $10,000 $20,000 $30,000 $30,000 KNOW TOTAL

Yes 351 42.5% 146 17.7% 130 15.8% 88 10.7% 100 12.1% 10 1.2% 825 100%
No 2,322 44.3% 911 17.4% 797 15.2% 658 12.6% 508 9.7% 46 .9% 5,242 100%
No Response 144 44.9% 51 15.9% 43 13.4% 45 14.0% 30 9.3% 8 2.5% 321 100%
Total 2,817 44.1% 1,108 17.3% 970 15.2% 791 12.4% 638 10.0% 64 1.0% 6,388 100%



Figure 3.IX.3 shows the jurisdictional break-
down of borrowers of student loans in
Canada for four specific years: 1983–84,
1988–89, 1993–94, and 1998–99. 

There have been some changes in the
demographic distribution of borrowers over
the past 15 years that are worth noting. The
number of Canada Student Loans borrowers
from all jurisdictions has increased since
1983–84, with the largest increases occurring in
Ontario, British Columbia, and Newfoundland.
Amongst these provinces, Ontario experienced
the largest increase in the number of borrowers,
and it now accounts for 40% of all student
loan borrowers in Canada (based on 
1998–99 data). Both British Columbia and
Newfoundland experienced large increases in
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the size of their post-secondary populations
— British Columbia as a result of an
expansion of the public university and
colleges system, and Newfoundland as a
result of a major increase in the number of
private vocational institutions. These changes
likely account for the concomitant increase in
student loan borrowers in these two
provinces. Moreover, the increase in the
supply of places in British Columbia negated
the impact of the provincial government’s
tuition freeze in terms of the growth in the
number of borrowers. Figure 3.IX.4 shows 
the relative increase in the total number 
of borrowers in British Columbia,
Newfoundland, and Ontario since 1983–84. 

LENGTH OF BORROWING

Students tend not to borrow for their entire
period of study. According to data from the
Canada Student Loans Program, the average
Canadian student in a four-year program only
borrows for 94.5 weeks of study. The rule of
thumb in student assistance programs is that a
year equals 34 weeks of study; thus, the
average student graduating from a four-year
program actually only borrows for about 
2.8 academic years.5

There are some small differences in
borrowing patterns by jurisdiction. Notably,
students in Atlantic Canada borrowed, on

average, for five to ten weeks longer than
students in the rest of the country. Differences
in length of borrowing do not appear to be
strongly correlated with either tuition levels or
per capita income. Table 3.IX.4 outlines the
average length of borrowing for each
Canadian jurisdiction in the Canada Student
Loans Program zone. It is important to keep in
mind that these data do not include the
jurisdictions that do not participate in the
Canada Student Loans Program (i.e., Quebec,
the Northwest Territories, and Nunavut). The
data for these jurisdictions were unavailable at
the time of this publication.
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5. These data do not include Quebec, the Northwest Territories, and Nunavut.

TABLE 3.IX.4 — AVERAGE LENGTH OF 
BORROWING PER PROVINCE

Source: Canada Student Loans Program 
Notes: a The numbers are presented as averages.

JURISDICTION NUMBER OF WEEKSa

AB 94
BC 82
MB 92
NB 106
NF 98
NS 105
ON 91
PE 101
SK 100
YT 76
Canada 94.5



The average amount borrowed by
students each year has increased over the past
two decades. This increase has not been
gradual; rather, it came about quite suddenly
as a result of a distinct policy shift in the 
mid-1990s. In 1994, at the same time as it
increased its own weekly borrowing limits
from $105/week to $165/week, the
Government of Canada obliged provinces
participating in the Canada Student Loans
Program to cost-share loan dollars on a 
60/40 basis. Since provinces had previously
been providing assistance only to students
whose need exceeded $105/week, this move
generated a considerable increase in the
number of students receiving loans from

provincial programs. In many cases, provinces
reacted to the increase by ending their grant
programs and switching to loan-granting
programs. As a result, in most provinces the
maximum allowable amount of loans changed
from $105/week to $275/week in a year or so.
Not surprisingly, the average amount
borrowed by students also increased very
rapidly. Figure 3.IX.5 shows the average
amount borrowed in the Canada Student
Loans Program zone and in Quebec over the
past two decades. 

The average amount that post-secondary
students receive in need-based grants in
Canada is more difficult to calculate,
particularly on a historical basis. In many
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FIGURE 3.IX.5 — AVERAGE ANNUAL STUDENT LOAN AMOUNTS FROM ALL GOVERNMENT SOURCES 
FROM 1980–81 TO 1998–99 (IN 2001 DOLLARS)ab

Notes: a Data on average borrowing in the Canada Student Loans Program zone were obtained by dividing
the total amount borrowed from all provincial sources plus Canada Student Loans and dividing by 
the number of Canada Student Loans borrowers in that loan year. This method will likely result in
slightly inflated numbers because of small differences in eligibility criteria between federal and
provincial programs during much of the period in question.

b The years 1995–96 to 1998–99 are represented as a dotted line because loan data for these years 
are incomplete. The Government of Canada and eight provincial governments provided data 
for these years; the Government of Ontario refused to do the same, despite repeated requests.
Ontario provincial borrowing has therefore been estimated on the basis of Canada Students Loan
borrowing by Ontario students and the observed relationship between aggregate Canada Students
Loan borrowing and aggregate Ontaro student loans borrowing in previous years (ratio = 1:0.78). 



provinces, data are unavailable regarding
student grant beneficiaries prior to the mid-
1990s, when many student grant programs
were cancelled and replaced by loan programs.

Generally speaking, far fewer students are
eligible for grants than for loans. The guiding
principle of student loan programs in all
jurisdictions is that need-based grants should
be reserved for students who already borrow
substantial amounts of money.

Canada has two sets of national grants
programs: the Government of Canada’s
Canada Study Grants (of which there are four
types, as explained in Chapter 4A) and the
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s

Millennium Bursary Program. Together, these
programs account for well over half of all
grant dollars provided in Canada. Two
provinces — Quebec and British Columbia —
together provide most of the rest of the
country’s grant money. All three territories
have major grant programs that are universally
available irrespective of financial need;
Alberta and Saskatchewan both have
significant grant programs for high-need
students; and Manitoba and New Brunswick
both have very small grant programs for
students with exceptionally high need.

Table 3.IX.5 breaks down the available
data on student grant disbursements in
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TABLE 3.IX.5 — STUDENT GRANTS IN CANADA (IN 2001 DOLLARS)a

Source: Aide financière aux études Annual Reports, Canada Millennium Scholarship Survey Foundation of Government 
Expenditure on Student Financial Assistance 2001–2002, Human Resources Development Canada, and Canada 
Millennium Scholarship Foundation

Notes: a In most cases based on fiscal year reports, not loan year reports.

JURISDICTION/ 1991– 1992– 1993– 1994– 1995– 1996– 1997– 1998– 1999– 2000–
CATEGORY 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
BC

Total (‘000’s) $29,560 $29,950 $35,460 $28,220 $29,710 $48.,190 $51,690 $54,870 $65,350 $78,530
Number of students 8,046 8,100 10,190 11,669 13,116 15,024 15,862 17,070 23,224 26,121

Average grant $3,674 $3,698 $3,480 $2,418 $2,265 $3,208 $3,259 $3,214 $2,814 $3,006
Canada Study Grantsb

Total (‘000’s) $4,065 $9,889 $12,070 $78,210 $86,260 N/A
Number of students 1,661 6,273 7,348 56,899 64,766 N/A

Average grant $2447 $1576 $1643 $1374 $1332 N/A
MB

Total (‘000’s) $8,943 $11,49 $1,04 $0,381 $0,272 $0,253 $0,193 $0,179 $0,206 $0,111
Number of students 7794 5205 467 331 301 370 163 139 161 90

Average grant $1,147 $2,208 $2,227 $1,151 $904 $684 $1,184 $1,288 $1,280 $1,233
QC

Total (‘000’s) $266,28 $305,7 $298,11 $283,09 $274,48 $269,06 $251,4 $196,57 $179,61 $203,41
Number of students 68,272 76,237 75,627 73,079 72,040 72,176 69,784 59,050 54,643 56,946

Average grant $3,900 $4,010 $3,942 $3,874 $3,810 $3,728 $3,603 $3,329 $3,287 $3,572
YT

Total (‘000’s) $1,202 $1,138 $1,294 $1,382 $1,428 N/A $1,502 $1,648 $1,643 $1,974
Number of students 424 399 444 451 473 N/A 491 548 514 588

Average grant $2,835 $2,852 $2,914 $3,064 $3,019 N/A $3,059 $3,007 $3,197 $3,357
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation

Total (‘000’s) $276,548 $289,059
Number of students 89,499 89,875

Average grant $3,089 $3,216



Canada and the average value of grants paid
to those eligible over the past ten years.
Unfortunately, due to problems with the
availability and compatibility of data, not all
jurisdictions’ grant programs are accounted
for; Alberta, Saskatchewan, the Northwest
Territories, Nunavut, and New Brunswick —
all of which currently have grants programs —
have been omitted for this reason. Nova
Scotia, Prince Edward Island, Newfoundland,
and Ontario — all of which had grant
programs at some point during the period in
question — have also been omitted. The table
also omits provincial loan remission
programs. These are similar to grants insofar
as they provide students with non-repayable
assistance, but as they are provided after the
end of the academic year, they fall outside the
definition of a “resource” for completing
studies used in this chapter.

The trends observed in the data in Table
3.IX.5 should be interpreted extremely
cautiously, as the lack of data from many
jurisdictions makes it difficult to generalize
about the country as a whole. What is clear is
that there has been an enormous increase in

the size and frequency of grants in the late
1990s compared to the mid-1990s. This is due
mainly to initiatives by the Government 
of Canada, such as the expansion of the
Canada Study Grants program to include
students with dependents in 1998 (which
caused a nine-fold expansion in the 
program’s clientele) and the creation of the 
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation,
also in 1998.

On the basis of Table 3.IX.5 we can also
say — since most provinces with current
programs are included in this chart — that the
average size of a student grant in Canada is
currently about $3,000. We cannot, however,
know with certainty how many students
receive grants, because there is a certain
amount of overlap between the clienteles of
the two national programs and the various
provincial programs. Similarly, we cannot
know the annual grant income of those
students who receive grants because it is
impossible to calculate the number of
students who may be receiving grants from
more than one source.
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While many students struggle to pay the rising
costs associated with post-secondary
education, some students actually make
enough money during their studies to invest
and save for the future. Ekos Research, on
behalf of the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation, surveyed over a thousand
students over the course of the 2001–02
academic year and tracked students’ patterns
of income and expenditure. Results from the
first term of studies found that nearly 14% of
the respondents indicated that they invested
some money during the first semester of their
studies. The majority of those students
invested less than $50 a month. Table 3.X.1
shows the reported frequency of student
investing from September to December 2001.

The Ekos Research survey showed very
little variation in investment patterns by
gender or region. Not surprisingly, the main
differences in saving patterns were age and
reported income (which is strongly correlated
to age). Slightly more than 6% of students under
19 invested money during their studies,
compared to 16.5% of students over 26. In
terms of income differential, non-investors
(n=1,269) reported a four-month mean
employment income of $1,313, while investors
(n=200) reported a four-month mean
employment income of $3,396. For those
students reporting an investment, the average
size of the investment was $1,597 over the
four-month period.

Students have a number of assets, the
major ones being automobiles, computers,
and electronic devices. In February 2002, the
Ekos Research survey asked over 1,000
students about their assets.

Over 36% of full-time students surveyed
owned or leased a car. Students with cars
tended to be older, have higher incomes, and
were more likely to have
dependents. Over 70% of
respondents who indicated
that they owned a car either
purchased or leased the
vehicle themselves, while the
rest inherited the automobile
or received it as a gift.

Ninety-three percent of
students indicated that they
had access to a computer at
their place of residence, and
60% said they owned their
own computers. Ownership of computers was
strongly correlated with age (46% of students
under 22 vs. 68% of students over 22), and
gender (66% of males vs. 55% of females).
Females were more likely than males to
indicate that they had received their computer
as a gift and also more likely to indicate that
they had obtained a computer specifically for
their studies. The average reported price of
the computer was $1,836, and the average age
of the computer was slightly under two years. 
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While many students
struggle to pay the
rising costs associated
with post-secondary
education, some
students actually
make enough money
during their studies 
to invest and save 
for the future.

TABLE 3.X.1 — STUDENT INVESTMENT PATTERNS

Source: Ekos Research’s Student Income and
Expenditure Survey

CUMULATIVE
NUMBER OF PERCENTAGE

STUDENT OF STUDENT
CATEGORY RESPONSES RESPONSES
Yes 200 13.6 %
No 1,273 86.4 %

X. INVESTMENTS AND ASSETS



Figure 3.X.1 shows the percentage of
students that owned various electronic
devices. The average total value of students’
electronic devices was approximately $1,000,
but the median was only slightly above 
$500, which suggests that most students
possessed a relatively modest amount of such
equipment, while a small minority possessed
some very expensive electronics.

Apart from automobiles, computers, and
electronic devices, the majority of students
had less than $1,000 in assets. A small
minority (just under 20%) had assets in excess
of $5,000. Among this 20% is a very small
group (6% of all students, including 4% of full-
time students) who reported that they make
mortgage payments and therefore presumably
own their own home.
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To say that Canada does not have a single
student aid system is to state the obvious. But 
it would not be true to claim that the country has
13 separate student aid systems — the system is
both more and less complicated than that.

Canada has one national legislative
framework (the Canada Student Financial
Assistance Act) underpinning student
assistance in the ten jurisdictions where the
Canada Student Loans Program operates and
the three where it does not. It has two national
loan programs(one for full-time students and
one for part-time students). It has three quite 
separate methods of providing assistance to
students (need-based, income-based, and
universal grants). It has five national grant
programs, seven provincial/territorial (P/T) loan
remission programs, eight P/T grant programs,
12 P/T loan programs, 13 P/T student assistance
programs, 15 major providers of public student
assistance, over 40 different student assistance
limits (depending on a student’s province,
marital status, dependents, and level of study),
more than 100 different loan/grant combina-
tions within these aid limits, and hundreds of
thousands of possible aid configurations once
assessed need is taken into account.

This litany may sound daunting and
complex, but one should not be too preoc-
cupied with small differences. Fundamentally,
most of the country’s student assistance
programs follow a single paradigm; while
differences exist between provinces, they are
less significant than one might expect. The
problem is rather that these minor differences
can compound in unpredictable ways.

This chapter explains and compares the
various provincial and territorial systems of
student aid available in Canada. It looks at the
policy differences between jurisdictions in all
aspects of the aid system, and it does so by
following the “life-cycle” of the loan, from
eligibility to borrowing to repayment, from
the point of view of the individual student. At
the same time, it will demonstrate that despite
their differences Canada’s many student aid
programs are, on a fundamental level, almost
identical. Before embarking on a detailed
analysis of the different programs, it is worth
taking a step back to look at how the system
works as a whole.

There are three basic paradigms for
student assistance in Canada. What is typically
considered to be “the” student aid system 
in fact represents just one of these paradigms.
In this main paradigm — which accounts 
for 98% or more of the total assistance
provided in Canada — aid is
given to full-time students
on the basis of financial
need. There are two other
paradigms, however: one for
part-time students (in which
aid is awarded on the basis of income rather
than need) and another which is primarily for
northern residents (in which all students are
awarded aid regardless of income or need).
While most of this chapter is devoted to the
programs that make up the main paradigm,
some attention will also be devoted to other
paradigms of student financial assistance.
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Chapter 4A — Government Student
Assistance Programs

I. INTRODUCTION — HOW STUDENT ASSISTANCE WORKS

To say that Canada
does not have a single
student aid system is
to state the obvious.



Within the main student aid paradigm,
there are three interlocking sets of programs:
the Canada Student Loans system, the provin-
cial student assistance systems, and the
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation.
Even in Quebec, the Northwest Territories,
and Nunavut, which have chosen to opt out
of the Canada Student Loans Program, the
federal system still contributes through a
system of alternative payments which support
the provincial or territorial component of the
paradigm. However, these two or three
systems do not interact with one another
consistently across all jurisdictions. This leads
to significant variations in the aid available to
students in each province and territory, even
if the underlying principles of the various
programs are quite similar.

The thrust of the “micro-policy” of student
aid programs is essentially identical in all
provinces and territories, but small differences
in policy between jurisdictions can lead to
vastly different outcomes. All students make a
single application to a provincial or territorial
government to obtain access to all three forms
of student assistance (or just two in jurisdic-
tions operating outside of the Canada Student
Loans Program). At this point their eligibility
(see Section II of this chapter) for student
loans is examined and a need assessment
(Section III) is then conducted. Very simply, a
need assessment involves adding up a
student’s total resources (including those of
parents and spouses, if appropriate) and
subtracting them from the student’s total costs;
the resulting figure is defined as the student’s
“need.” If the number is greater than zero, the
student can obtain assistance. 

The rules differ in each province, but if
need is low then assistance generally comes
solely in the form of a loan. As need rises, so
too does the likelihood that the student will
receive part of his or her assistance in the form
of a grant. The Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation’s millennium bursaries are specifi-
cally intended for the students with the highest

need in each province, thus ensuring that at
least some grants are available to high-need
students in each province. Regardless of a
student’s calculated need, aid is usually
capped at a “maximum,” which may differ
based on the student’s province, the student’s
level of study, the presence of dependents,
and physical disability (see Section IV of this
chapter, Available Aid).

Some — but not all — aid is portable
across the country (Section V). All federal 
assistance and the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation’s millennium bursaries
are portable, as are most provincial loans.
Provincial grants tend to be less portable.

While a student remains enrolled on a
full-time basis, all governments pay the cost of
interest on the loans (Section VI). Before a
student leaves school, some provincial
governments provide debt reduction (some-
times known as loan remission) on loans if
students have taken on exceptionally large
loan burdens (Section VII). In some
provinces, remission occurs on an annual
basis, while in others it occurs at the end of a
program (whether it be a degree, a diploma,
or a certificate). 

At the end of their studies, students must
repay any student loans they have acquired
(Section VIII). Even after the end of their
studies, however, there are loan subsidies avail-
able in the form of grace periods on interest
payments, interest relief, and debt reduction.

Student aid programs across Canada are
thus basically similar in nature. Small policy
differences between provinces, combined
with differing interactions between the three
sets of programs (federal government, provin-
cial and territorial governments, and the
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation)
and discrepancies in the fiscal capacity of
provinces and territories to provide appro-
priate assistance, conspire to make student aid
look vastly more complex than it actually is.
In this sense, it is a perfect microcosm of
Canadian social policy.
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Student assistance programs, while
theoretically open to all Canadian citizens,
have eligibility criteria that limit who 
can apply. These rules exist to limit pro-
gram abuse and to ensure that publicly 
subsidized loans are used for the purpose 
for which they were intended. 

Students must apply and qualify for
student assistance in their province or ter-
ritory of residence. “Province or territory of
residence” usually means the province or
territory where an individual most recently

lived for at least 12 con-
secutive months without
attending a post-secondary
institution on a full-time
basis. However, not all
jurisdictions have precisely 
the same residency require-
ments, so it is possible that a
Canadian citizen residing in
Canada but moving between jurisdictions 
may be unable to receive student assistance in
any jurisdiction.
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II. ELIGIBILITY

Student assistance
programs, while 
theoretically open to 
all Canadian citizens,
have eligibility 
criteria that limit 
who can apply.

TABLE 4A.II.1 — COMPARISON OF STUDENT ASSISTANCE ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA

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

60% (40% FOR 
STUDENTS WITH CREDIT 

PROGRAM CITIZENSHIP PROVINCIAL RESIDENCY DISABILITIES) 12 WEEKS CHECKS
Canada Student • N/A • • •
Loans Program
NF • • • • •
PE • • • • •
NS • • • • •
NB • • • • •
ON • • • • •
QC • • •
MB • • • • •
SK • • 60% (60% for • •

students with 
diasabilities)

AB • • • • •
BC • • • • •
YT • Generally requires two years of residency • •

before eligibility for territorial assistance is 
granted. A shorter (12-month) waiting period 
for eligibility is only possible if the individual 
is under 19 and completes at least one year  

of secondary school in the Yukon.
NT • • •
NU • • • •
Canada • Variesa Variesa Variesa Variesa

Millennium 
Scholarship 
Foundation



Generally speaking, to be eligible for
student assistance a student must meet the
following criteria:
1. Be a Canadian citizen or permanent

resident (this includes landed immigrants);

2. Be enrolled in or be qualified to enroll in:

a. at least 60% of a full-time course load
(usually 40% if the student has a
permanent disability);

b. a program of at least 12 weeks’ duration
within a period of 15 consecutive weeks;

c. a designated post-secondary institution. 

The “full-time course load” criterion exists
to ensure that assistance only goes to those
individuals who are studying on a full-time
basis and therefore unable to work on a 
full-time basis. The Government of Canada
also has a loans program for part-time
students, but its take-up rate is extremely
small. Fewer than 4,000 students across the
country make use of it (from a pool of over
half-a-million part-time students at colleges
and universities).

The “12 weeks” criterion exists to ensure
that the program is of sufficient quality/
intensity to be worthy of public subsidy.

The “designated post-secondary institu-
tion” criterion is meant to allow governments
some control over where students can use their
student loan money. Over 2,000 institutions in
Canada are designated as eligible to receive
Canada Student Loans; 85% of these are for-
profit private training institutions. Designation
criteria can vary considerably in stringency
from jurisdiction to jurisdiction. 

The “designated post-secondary insti-
tution” criterion also ensures that instruction
happens in person at a specific post-second-
ary institution, thus excluding most distance
education classes. There are some exceptions;
Quebec, for instance, provides student 
loans to secondary school students in certain 
vocational programs.

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

PROGRAM LIMITS, LIFETIME LIMITS, 
AND DEBT LIMITS

Governments also limit eligibility by imposing
temporal and financial limits on eligibility. 
For each degree, certificate, or diploma 
they undertake, students can only receive
assistance for a finite period of time. There is
also a limit on “lifetime eligibility.” 

The time limit for each credential is
usually the “normal duration” of the program,
plus one year. In theory, “normal duration”
represents one year for a certificate, two years
for a college diploma, and four years for a
university degree. In practice, however, things
are less simple: exceptions are routinely 
made for students in longer programs 
(e.g., engineering, which usually takes five
years) and for students who switch degree
programs. The limit on lifetime eligibility is
340 “weeks of study,” which in practice
means ten academic years. A short extension
is permitted for doctoral students.

A few jurisdictions also put limits on the
total amount of assistance an individual can
receive. Sometimes these limits are applied to
the total amount of assistance received (e.g.,
millennium bursaries); sometimes they are
applied to the total amount borrowed (e.g.,
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TABLE 4A.II.2 — COMPARISON OF STUDENT ASSISTANCE PROGRAM LIMITS

PROGRAM LIMIT PER PROGRAM LIFETIME LIMIT DEBT LIMIT
Canada Student Normal duration plus one year 340 weeks (doctorate = 400) None
Loans Program
BC Normal duration plus one year 340 weeks for loans $35,000 (borrowing limit)

First 136 weeks of PSE for 
grants (170 for single parents)

AB Normal duration plus one year None Undergraduate and private 
vocational school students: $40,000
Master’s: $50,000 Ph.D.: $60,000

Professional students: Pharmacy, medicine,
law, optometry, veterinary — $50,000

Dentistry, chiropractice — $90,000
Medicine — $70,000

SK Normal duration plus one year 340 weeks (doctorate = 400) None
MB Normal duration plus one year 340 weeks (doctorate = 400) None
ON Normal duration plus one year None None
QC Normal duration plus Normal duration plus Borrowing limits

one semester (grants) three semesters (loans) Secondary School — $21,000
22 semesters at College — $15,000 to $25,000,
university level depending on the program

Undergraduate — $25,000 to $30,000,
depending on program length

Master’s — $35,000 to $40,000,
depending on program length

Doctorate — $45,000
Outside Canada — $60,000

NB Normal duration plus one year 340 weeks (Doctorate = 400) None
PE Normal duration plus one year 340 weeks (Doctorate = 400) None
NS Normal duration plus one year 340 weeks (Doctorate = 400) None
NF Normal duration plus one year 340 weeks (Doctorate = 400) None
YT Normal duration plus one year Five years/Ten semesters/ None

15 quarters
NT Normal duration plus one year 20 semesters $47,000 (borrowing limit, not debt limit)
NU Normal duration plus one year None $26,600 if in receipt of a “Basic Grant

$36,000 if not in receipt of a “Basic Grant”
Canada Millennium N/A 32 months $19,200
Scholarship 
Foundation

B.C., Quebec). These categories sound similar
but are actually different — jurisdictions with
debt limits will permit total borrowing in
excess of the debt limit, provided that the
student has already paid back some earlier
loans, whereas in the case of a limit on 

total assistance, the student can never receive
additional assistance from a particular source
once the limit has been reached.

Table 4A.II.2 compares student assistance
program limits across the country. 



In most of Canada, student assistance is not a
universal program.1 It is not even an income-
tested program. Rather, it is a need-tested
program. The distinction between income-
tested and need-tested is crucial: the former
simply tests income, while the latter tests both
income and costs. In an income-tested 
program, two people with identical incomes
will receive the same benefits. In a need-

tested program, like student
assistance, two people 
with identical incomes may
receive very different
benefits if their respective
costs for attending post-

secondary education are different. The 
assessment process for student assistance
programs is thus considerably more complicated
than the assessment process for other income-
support programs.

HOW NEED IS ASSESSED

In Canadian student assistance programs,
need is assessed according to the following
four-step procedure:
1. The student’s category is identified.

2. The costs of the student’s post-secondary
studies are assessed.

3. The student’s available resources are
determined.

4. The student’s need is calculated by
subtracting available (or expected)
resources from assessed costs.

Step 1.
Determining a Student’s Category

A student’s category determines the types of
expenses that are considered, as well as the
resources that are taken into account when
need is assessed.

Each student falls into one of the following
six categories:
1. Single Dependent — living at Home (SDH) 

2. Single Dependent — living Away from
home (SDA)

3. Single Independent — living at Home (SIH)

4. Single Independent — living Away from
home (SIA)

5. Married (M) 

6. Single Parent (SP)

Different types of students have different
assessed costs. Students living at home are
considered to have lower costs than students
who are living away from home. Married
students are considered to have higher costs
than single students. Students with children
have additional costs, based on the number of
children in the family.

In addition to affecting the way costs are
assessed, the distinction between dependent and
independent students is crucial in terms of the
student’s resources. Independent students only
have their own resources assessed. Dependent
students have their parents’ income assessed as
well, which makes obtaining assistance consid-
erably more difficult. Married students, similarly,
have their partners’ resources taken into account.
The various definitions of dependent and
independent are shown in Table 4A.III.1.

Step 2.
Assessing Student Costs

In the Canada Student Loans Program’s need
assessment process, the cost of post-secondary
studies includes both education and living
costs. A student’s education and living costs are
assessed for the entire academic year. All of the
provinces adopt a similar approach, with some
differences in Quebec and Ontario. Table 2 lists
the educational and monthly allowances for
each province sorted by student category.
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III. NEED ASSESSMENT

1 . The territories are an exception: they provide most student assistance on a universal basis rather than 
according to need.

In most of Canada,
student assistance 
is not a universal
program.
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TABLE 4A.III.1 — DEFINITION OF AN INDEPENDENT STUDENT

PROGRAM A STUDENT IS INDEPENDENT IF HE OR SHE IS …
Canada Student Married/divorced/widowed, has a dependent, has been in the workforce for 
Loans Program, two years, and/or has been out of secondary school for at least four years.
plus all provinces
except ON and QC
ON Married/divorced/widowed, has a dependent, has been in the workforce for 

two years, and/or has been out of secondary school for at least five years.
QC Married/divorced/widowed, has a dependent, is at least 20 weeks pregnant, 

has been in the workforce for two years, has completed a Bachelor’s degree, 
has been out of full-time studies for seven years, and/or has no surviving parents.

Territories Not applicable

TABLE 4A.III.2 — ASSESSED COSTS DURING STUDY PERIOD

TUITION BOOKS AND LIVING 
PROGRAM AND FEES SUPPLIES ALLOWANCES TRAVEL CHILDCARE
Canada Student  Actual amount Up to a maximum See Table 4A.III.3 If living away Actual cost, up to 
Loans Program,   payable to the of $3,000 from home, up a monthly ceiling 
plus all provinces  educational to two trips per which varies from 
except ON and QC institution year ($600 max. $400 to $800, 

per trip) depending on 
the province

ON Actual amount, Same as above See Table 4A.III.3 Same as above Actual cost, up 
except for to $83/week
deregulated fee
programs in Ontario,
for which the 34-week
cost is capped at
$5,350 (co-op program)
or $4,500 (non-co-op)

QC Actual amount, up Up to a maximum See Table 4A.III.3 $484/year if the Up to $25/week  
to a maximum of of $375/term, student is from per child (based  
$6,000/term depending on one of Quebec’s on cost of public 

the program “regions daycare)
périphiques”

Territories Varies depending Varies depending Varies depending Up to two Varies
on territory and  on territory and on territory and economy-class 
Aboriginal status Aboriginal status Aboriginal status return trips 

per year



In addition to these costs, there are a
range of costs that can be taken into consid-
eration on an exceptional, case-by-case basis.
These include alimony and child support,
funeral costs, legal expenses, etc. Provinces
usually also have some discretion in making
allowances for items like relocation expenses. 

Table 4A.III.3 shows the living allowances
used in the need assessment process by
jurisdiction. The amount of the living allowance
amount varies from one jurisdiction to the next
according to the cost of living in each province
and territory. Of particular interest in this table
is the difference between students who receive
assistance from the Canada Student Loans

Program and those who receive it through
Quebec’s Aide Financière aux Études. The
Canada Student Loans Program clearly allows
higher expenses for students in Quebec than
Quebec’s own government does. It is also clear
that Quebec students are at a further disadvan-
tage if they leave the province, because the
Quebec program does not recognize different
cost structures in different provinces. Thus a
single Quebec student at the University of
Ottawa is assumed by the Aide Financière aux
Études to be able to survive on $696 a month;
a single student from Ontario is assumed by the
federal and provincial programs to require 
$914 to get by.
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TABLE 4A.III.3 — MONTHLY STUDENT LIVING ALLOWANCES 2001–2002 

Source: Canada Student Loans Program Policy Manual, Aide Financière aux Études Student Financial Assistance Guide,
Government of Alberta

Notes: a This column refers to allowable living expenses for students receiving Canada Student Loans and residing in Quebec.
b This column refers to allowable living expenses for students receiving assistance through the Government of Quebec’s
Aide Financière aux Études (AFE). AFE applies the same living allowance calculation regardless of where a student
studies. AFE uses a weekly rather than a monthly allowance for living expenses — in this chart, weeks have been
converted to months at a rate of 4.35 weeks/month. Childcare costs are calculated on a yearly basis, and have been
converted to months by assuming a school year of eight months. Admissible childcare costs are lower in Quebec 
because the province provides substantial family assistance outside the student assistance system.

c The amounts in this row are added to the baseline amount for a single parent without dependents.

QC QC NT & 
CATEGORY NF PE NS NB (CSLP)a (AFE)b ON MB SK AB BC YT NU
Single student $740 $727 $773 $741 $805 $696 $914 $801 $747 $777/ $935 $905 $1,101
away from home $715
Single parent $990 $941 $1,022 $991 $1,016 $863 $1,181 $979 $926 $965/ $1,192 $1,255 $1,438
(without $925
dependents)
Married student $1,479 $1,455 $1,556 $1,488 $1,486 No special  $1,777 $1,546 $1,451 $1,499/ $1,865 $1,809 $2,047
& spouse  calculation $1,425
(without — assumed 
dependent) to be single
Each  $343 $377 $400 $375 $423 $325 for $492 $448 $382 $391/ $498 $407 $574
dependentc the first  $310

child; $281
for each  
additional
child

Single student $341 $365 $360 $356 $388 $282 $386 $383 $359 $369/ $386 $400 $429
living at home $230



Table 4A.III.3 also shows that Alberta has,
in effect, two cost assessment systems — one
to assess eligibility for Canada Student Loans,
and one to assess eligibility for provincial
student loans. In all categories, the higher
figure is the federal allowance, while the
lower figure is the provincial one.

Step 3.
Determining Student Resources

When calculating a student’s resources,
assistance programs may take three kinds of
resources into account — student resources,
family resources, and spousal resources.
Tables 4A.III.4, .5, and .6 break down the
formulae used by the various government-
sponsored assistance programs across the

country to calculate a student’s resources.
Table 4A.III.4 looks specifically at the

treatment of student income and assets. The
comparison shows that there are some
significant differences between provinces in
terms of calculating student resources and
contributions are calculated, most notably
with respect to personal savings. Quebec
does not consider a student’s personal savings
when calculating resources, whereas in 
the rest of Canada students are effectively
required to deplete their savings accounts
before they can receive any assistance from
government. Some differences also exist
between provinces in the treatment of merit
scholarship income and work income.
Generally speaking, one can say that Quebec’s
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TABLE 4A.III.4 – STUDENT RESOURCES

Notes: a The actual amount is the larger of the following two calculations: 1) a minimum monthly contribution (which 
varies between provinces), or 2) 80% of all income, minus living expenses (as calculated in Table 4A.III.3 above)

b This amount is based on the assumption that the student did not work in the summer. It may also be reduced based 
on the number of courses taken over the summer.

PRE-STUDY STUDY PERIOD SCHOLARSHIP 
PROGRAM INCOME INCOME INCOME SAVINGS ASSETS
Canada Student In practice, about 80% of all income 100% of scholarship 100% of Cars worth over $5,000 
Loans Program, $1,500 to $2,000 if over $600 income over $600 personal savings are considered assets 
plus all provinces the student lived at (the first $5,000 is 
except AB, ON, home, and $100 to discounted), as is the 
and QC $400 if he or she lived portion of an RRSP 

away from home.a exceeding $2,000 x 
(student’s age — 18), 
if applicable. 100% of 
assets are considered 
as resources.

AB Same as above 80% of all income 100% of scholarship Same as above Same as above
over $2,000 income over $2,000

ON Same as above 80% of all income 100% of scholarship Same as above Same as above
over $3,000 income over $3,000

QC The student’s 50% of all income 100% of scholarship 0% of personal Assets are not 
contribution is based over the minimum income over $5,000 savings considered as resources
on the previous year’s summer 
educational status: contribution
Secondary — $430 
College/Cegep — $940
University — $1,280b

NT (repayable 10% of net summer None 100% 0% of personal Assets are not 
loans only) income savings considered resources
YT and NU N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A



treatment of student income and assets is
significantly more lenient than programs in
the rest of the country (especially those
provinces whose approach is identical to the
Canada Student Loans Program).

Table 4A.III.5 shows the differences in the
treatment of parental contributions across the
country. The differences between Ontario and
the rest of the Canada Student Loans Program
“zone” are minimal — in practice, they amount
to requiring a couple of hundred additional
dollars from families in the lower-middle part
of the income scale. 

Comparing Quebec’s treatment of parental
contributions with other programs across the
country is more difficult, but Figure 4A.III.1

helps make the comparison clearer. This
diagram compares the expected family contri-
bution for two identical families (two parents
and two children, only one of whom is
enrolled in post-secondary studies); one
student is applying for assistance from the
province of Quebec, while the other is
applying to the province of Manitoba, which
for the purposes of this figure is considered as
representative of the rest of the country. As
the figure reveals, the family income threshold
at which contributions are required is much
lower in Quebec than in the rest of Canada,
although the “tax” rate progresses at a
slightly steeper incline outside Quebec.
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TABLE 4A.III.5 — CALCULATION OF PARENTAL CONTRIBUTION

PARENTAL INCOME PARENTAL TREATMENT OF 
PROGRAM EXEMPTION CONTRIBUTION RATE PARENTAL ASSETS
Canada Student The exemption varies by province, 45% of the first $3,000 of after-tax At the discretion of each province,
Loans Program, but below a minimum amount of income above the exemption level, but generally assets are not 
plus all provinces after-tax income for a two-person 60% of the next $3,000 of after-tax considered as resources and so 
except AB, BC, family (between $26,100 in NB income above the exemption level, no contribution from assets 
ON, and QC and $32,500 in BC, plus $5,000 and 75% of all income above that is required  

per extra family member), 
no contribution is required

AB Same as above Same as above 5% of net worth of parental 
business assets over $250,000

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

ON Below the after-tax minimum of If after-tax income is between No contribution from assets
$30,000 for a two-person family $30,000 and $40,000, the is required
(plus $5,000 per extra family contribution is $100 plus 5%
member), no contribution of income over $30,000.
is required If after-tax income is above

$40,000, then contribution formula
is identical to that of the Canada

Student Loans Program above
QC Below a pre-tax minimum income The contribution is 23% of the first Assets under $90,000 ($250,000 

of $21,885 (if parents are living $36,000 of pre-tax income above for farmers and fishers) are  
together) or $19,755 (if parents the exemption level, 33% of the exempt; parents are required to 
are living apart), plus an additional next $10,000 in income, 43% of make a contribution equal to 2% 
$2,105 if both parents work, plus the next $10,000 in income, and of the value of their assets above 
$2,660 for the first child and  53% of any income above that this level.
$2,250 for each additional child, 
no contribution is required. 

NT (repayable N/A No contribution required None
loans only)
YT and NU N/A N/A N/A



Table 4A.III.6 shows that there are some
notable differences in the treatment of spousal
income across the country. The minimum
income-exemption level is lower in Quebec
than in the rest of Canada; on the other hand,

the contribution rate progresses more steeply
in the Canada Student Loans Program zone
than in Quebec, and assets are “taxed” much
more severely. 
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FIGURE 4A.III.1 — EXPECTED PARENTAL CONTRIBUTIONS (CANADA STUDENT LOANS PROGRAM 
VS. AIDE FINANCIÈRE AUX ÉTUDES)

Source: Canada Student Loans Program and Aide Financière aux Études

TABLE 4A.III.6 — CALCULATION OF SPOUSAL CONTRIBUTION

SPOUSAL INCOME SPOUSAL TREATMENT OF 
PROGRAM EXEMPTION CONTRIBUTION RATE SPOUSAL ASSETS
Canada Student Equal to the student’s living The highest of the following Cars worth over $5,000 are 
Loans Program, allowance (see Table 4A.III.3), amounts: 1) a minimum monthly considered assets, as are RRSPs 
plus all provinces which in practice amounts to contribution (varies by province worth more than $2,000 x 
except ON between $11,600 and $14,800 between $0 and $500/month, with (student’s age – 18). 100% of 
and QC (after tax) per eight-month an average of about $150) assets are considered as resources

school year 2) 80% of all income above the 
living allowance (see Table 4A.III.3)

ON Equal to the student’s living Same as above Same as above
allowance (see Table 4A.III.3), 
which in practice amounts to 
approx. $14,200 (after tax) 
per eight-month school year

QC Below a pre-tax minimum income The contribution is 23% of the first Not considered
of $11,755 (plus an additional $36,000 of pre-tax income above 
$2,200 if the student has a the exemption level, 33% of the 
major disability), no contribution next $10,000 in income, 43% of 
is required the next $10,000 in income, 

and 53% of any income above that
NT (repayable None 10% of net summer income None
loans only)
YT and NU N/A N/A N/A



It is worth noting that a comparison 
of Tables 4A.III.5 and .6 reveals that Quebec
does not treat spousal contributions as 
being significantly different from parental con-
tributions, while in the Canada Student Loans
Program zone spouses are asked to contribute
at much lower levels of income than 
parents and their contribution rate progresses 
more steeply.

Step 4.
Calculating Assessed Student Need

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

THE EXCEPTION: PART-TIME STUDENT LOANS

In the much smaller world of part-time
student loans, need testing does not exist.
Instead, a much simpler family income test is

used in order to determine whether a student
is eligible for assistance. Assets, expenditures,
and so on are not considered.

In addition to being a simpler test, the
assessment for part-time students is actually
considerably more generous than the need
assessment formula for full-time students. 
An independent full-time student earning
$14,000 would be unlikely to receive any
assistance under the Canada Student Loans
Program. If the same student were to drop
one or two courses and become a part-time
student, he or she would instantly be eligible
for $4,000 in loans and $1,200 in grants. 
The only disadvantage of part-time loans,
from a financial point of view, is that the
borrower must pay interest on the loan while
he or she is still in school (which is not the
case for full-time loans).

One might expect that this anomaly
would lead some students to drop courses in
order to benefit from the less stringent
eligibility criteria for assistance; however,
evidence shows that the take-up rate on 
part-time loans and grants is exceedingly 
small. This suggests that students either do not
know about the difference between the two
programs or that the financial benefit they
would reap by moving to part-time student
assistance is outweighed by the accom-
panying delay in completing their studies.
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TABLE 4A.III.7 — MEANS TEST FOR CANADA STUDENT LOANS (FOR PART-TIME STUDENTS) 
AND CANADA STUDY GRANTS (FOR HIGH-NEED PART-TIME STUDENTS)

MAXIMUM FAMILY INCOME           MAXIMUM FAMILY INCOME
FAMILY SIZE TO QUALIFY FOR $4,000 LOAN TO QUALIFY FOR $1,200 GRANT

1 $26,100 $14,140
2 $34,800 $23,300
3 $43,600 $31,900
4 $50,500 $37,800
5 $56,300 $47,300
6 $62,400 $48,600
7 $68,300 $53,000
8 $72,600 $56,800
9 $75,200 $60,100

10 $78,200 $62,700



Student assistance is available to meet a
student’s assessed need (see the previous
section), up to a pre-determined maximum.
This maximum is usually expressed in terms of
dollars of assistance per week of study, but 
can be expressed on an annual basis (as is the

case in Quebec and Alberta).
Although the Canada Student
Loans Program tries to set
“equal conditions” across the
country by providing aid up
to a standard maximum of
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IV. AVAILABLE AID

The maximum amount
of assistance across the
country can vary
considerably according
to a student’s situation.

TABLE 4A.IV.1 — NEED-BASED ASSISTANCE LIMITS FOR SINGLE FULL-TIME STUDENTS WITH NO DEPENDENTS 
IN 2001–02 (BASED ON 34 WEEKS OF STUDY)

Notes: a The values in the “Total maximum loan” and “Total maximum grants” columns do not necessarily add up to the figure 
in the final column, “Total maximum assistance,” because grants sometimes displace loans.

b Special incentive students include Non-Status Indians, Métis, and students residing in northern Saskatchewan.
c These totals apply only for students eligible for both loans and grants (students within the normal duration of studies
plus one term). If a student is eligible for loans only (students within normal duration of studies plus two or three 
terms), then the total maximum assistance will be equal to the maximum loan amount.

TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL 
TYPE OF MAXIMUM MAXIMUM SOURCE OF MAXIMUM

PROVINCE STUDENT LOAN GRANTS GRANTS ASSISTANCEa

BC Single, no dependents $260/week $104/week (first 136  B.C. Grant, $260/week
weeks of post-secondary millennium bursary
only)

AB Single, no dependents $10,700/year $3,000/semester Alberta Opportunity $10,700/year
($315/week) ($88/week) Grant, millennium ($315/week)

bursary
Single, dependent $12,700/year $4,500/semester Alberta Opportunity $12,700/year
students who have ($374/week) ($132/semester) Grant, Northern ($374/week)
to move Students Supplement, 

millennium bursary
SK Single, no dependents $180/week $95/week Saskatchewan Grant $275/week

Special Incentive $180/week $205/week Saskatchewan Grant $385/week
Studentsb

(no dependents)
MB Single, no dependents $275/week $40/week Manitoba Study $315/week

Assistance
ON Single, no dependents $275/week $3,000 bursary/year Millennium bursary $275/week

($88/week)
QC Cegep student $2,005/yearc $12,451/year AFE Bursary, $14,152/year

millennium bursary ($416/week)
Undergraduate student $2,460/yearc $14,479/year AFE Bursary, $16,619/year

millennium bursary ($489/week)
Graduate student $3,255/yearc $14,479/year AFE Bursary $17,414/year

($512/week)
NB Single, no dependents $275/week $50/week New Brunswick Bursary $325/week
PE Single, no dependents $275/week $0 N/A $275/week
NS Single, no dependents $315/week $0 N/A $315/week
NF Single, no dependents $275/week Up to $1,750/year Millennium bursary $316/week

($51/week)
YT Single, no dependents $165/week $0 (but see non-need- N/A $165/week

based aid below)
NT Single, no dependents $1,100/month $0 (but see non-need- N/A $1,100/month

based aid) ($253/week)
NU Single, no dependents $165/week $0 (but see non-need- N/A $165/week

based aid)



$165/week, the actual maximum amount 
of assistance across the country can vary 
considerably according to a student’s situation
and the generosity of the provincial student
assistance system. 

THE BASIC PACKAGE FOR FULL-TIME STUDENTS

Single, full-time students (who comprise the
vast majority of students in the post-secondary
education system) are treated similarly in
those provinces which fall within the Canada
Student Loans Program zone. Under the
“60/40” formula, the Government of Canada
provides a student with aid equivalent to 
60% of his or her assessed need, up to a
maximum of $165/week. Provincial govern-
ments provide the remaining 40%, leading to
a loan maximum of $275/week or $9,350/year
for students in a standard 34-week program. 
In some provinces, assistance from the
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation
(i.e., millennium bursaries) can be added to
student loan maxima; in others, millennium
bursaries replace part of the student 
loan. Table 4A.IV.1 shows the available aid in
different provinces across the country.

Figure 4A.IV.1 provides a graphic
representation of the aid maxima across the
country. Considered in this way, Quebec
appears to be considerably more “generous”
than other jurisdictions. But these values
represent theoretical maxima rather than the
amounts which students actually receive. In
fact, due to stricter need assessment criteria
(see Section III above), lower tuition fees,
subsidized daycare, higher family allowances,
and lower costs of living, students in Quebec
tend to have lower need, and thus receive less
student assistance than students elsewhere in
the country. Similarly, the territories appear to
provide less assistance to their students 
than other jurisdictions, but this is true 
only insofar as need-based aid is concerned.
Most territorial student assistance is provided
on a universal basis (see below). When 
the two types of assistance are combined, 
the total territorial student assistance maxima
are considerably higher than those of
provincial programs, reflecting the much
higher living and transportation costs faced by
northern students.
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FIGURE 4A.IV.1 — TOTAL NEED-BASED ASSISTANCE LIMITS FOR SINGLE FULL-TIME STUDENTS 
WITHOUT DEPENDENTS IN 2001–02 (BASED ON 34 WEEKS OF STUDY)
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TABLE 4A.IV.2 — NON-NEED-BASED AID PROGRAMS IN CANADA

PROVINCE NAME OF PROGRAM TYPE OF STUDENT AMOUNT
PE Island Student Awards Third- or fourth-year UPEI student $600/year

or second-year Holland College student
YT Yukon Grant Any post-secondary student $1,240/semester plus return airfare 

to Edmonton or Vancouver
NT Basic Grant Northwest Territories Indigenous Up to $1,750/semester for tuition and

Aboriginal Students fees, and up to $300 per semester 
for books and supplies

Remissible Loan (which All Northwest Territories’ students $300/month if the student is living with 
becomes a grant if the schooled in the Northwest Territories his or her parents; $700/month if living 
student graduates and alone or with a working spouse; plus 
spends time in the $200/month for the first three  
Northwest Territories) dependents and $50/month for each 

additional dependent 
NU Basic Grant Nunavut Aboriginals and individuals $1,250 plus return airfare to the nearest 

schooled in Nunavut (one year of grants Arctic college location or the nearest 
for every three years of school in Nunavut) southern “gateway city” (Ottawa, 

Montreal, Winnipeg, or Edmonton)
Supplementary Grant Nunavut Aboriginals Up to $200 for books plus monthly 

allowance of between $205 and 
$1,505, depending on marital status, 
dependents, etc. (a single independent 
student with no dependents receives 
$675/month)

Primary Loans Students receiving a Basic Grant $3,200/year plus $4,000 for the first 
(see above) dependent and $500 for each 

additional dependent
Secondary Loans Students not receiving a Basic Grant $4,400/year plus $5,200 for the first 

dependent and $500 for each 
additional dependent

NON-NEED-BASED AID

Some jurisdictions, in addition to (or instead
of) need-based aid, also provide non-need-
based aid — that is, a flat amount of assis-
tance for all students regardless of income.
Table 4A.IV.2 summarizes the different non-
need-based programs across the country.
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ASSISTANCE FOR STUDENTS WITH DEPENDENTS

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

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

TABLE 4A.IV.3 — TOTAL NEED-BASED ASSISTANCE LIMITS FOR FULL-TIME STUDENTS WITH ONE DEPENDENT 
IN 2001–02 (BASED ON 34 WEEKS OF STUDY)

CANADA STUDY
BASIC GRANT FOR ADDITIONAL 
ASSISTANCE STUDENTS WITH PROVINCIAL TOTAL AID

PROVINCE LIMIT DEPENDENTS ASSISTANCE MAXIMUM
BC $260/week $40/week Up to $135/week in grants $435/week

(for the first 170 weeks of 
post-secondary only) or 
loans (thereafter)

AB $10,700/year ($315/week) $40/week Up to $6,000 in $16,700/year 
maintenance grants ($491/week)

SK $275/week $40/week Up to $85/week in grants $400/week
SK (Special $385/week $40/week None $400/week
Incentive Students)
MB $315/week $40/week None $355 or $375/week
ON $275/week $40/week Up to $195/week in loans $500/week (also

(and eligible for remission) applies to married 
students)

QC (Cegep) $14,152/year ($416/week) N/A $2,540/year ($75/week) $16,692/year 
($491/week)

QC (undergraduate) $16,619/year ($489/week) N/A $2,540/year ($75/week) $19,159/year
($564/week)

QC (graduate) $17,414/year ($512/week) N/A $2,540/year ($75/week) $19,954/year
($613/week)

NB $325/week $40/week None $365 or $385/week
PE $275/week $40/week None $315 or $335/week
NS $315/week $40/week None $355 or $375/week
NF $316/week $40/week None $356 or $376/week
YT $165/week $40/week None $205 or $225/week
NT $1,100/month ($253/week) N/A None (but see non-need- $1,100/month

based aid above) ($253/week)
NU $165/week N/A None (but see non-need- $165/week

based aid above)



STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

Students with disabilities, like students with
dependents, are eligible for extra assistance
across the country in order to assist them with
the higher costs they face in attending 
post-secondary education. In addition to
regular need-based aid, students with disa-
bilities within the Canada Student Loans
Program zone are eligible for a grant of up 

to $5,000 to cover exceptional learning costs
related to their disability which are not normally
taken into account in need assessment. Some
provinces also provide additional assistance on
top of the existing federal loan assistance.

Table 4A.IV.4 shows the different assistance
levels available to students with disabilities
across the country.
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TABLE 4A.IV.4 — ASSISTANCE FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

JURISDICTION BASIC ASSISTANCE CANADA STUDY GRANTS PROVINCIAL/TERRITORIAL ASSISTANCE
BC $260/week Up to $5,000 grant for exceptional Up to $10,000 grant for exceptional 

education costs related to disability education costs related to disability 
(minimum 40% course load required) ($12,000 for students in attendant care)

AB $10,700 to Up to $5,000 grant Up to $6,000 grant for exceptional 
12,700/year education costs related to disability 
($315 to $374/week) (NB: this is the same $6,000 available for 

students with dependents; it cannot be 
received twice by students with 
disabilities and dependents) 

SK $275 to $385/week Up to $5,000 grant None
MB $315/week Up to $5,000 grant None
ON $275/week Up to $5,000 grant Up to $7,000 grant for exceptional 

education costs related to disability; 
deaf students attending schools abroad 
are eligible for extra assistance for tuition 
and travel

QC $14,452 to N/A Treated as a full-time student even if taking 
$17,414/year courses on a part-time basis; extra 
($416 to $512/week) allowances for educational equipment; 

all student assistance provided as grants 
(no loans)

NB $325/week Up to $5,000 grant None
PE $275/week Up to $5,000 grant None
NS $315/week Up to $5,000 grant None
NF $275/week Up to $5,000 grant None
YT $165/week Up to $5,000 grant None
NT $1,100/month N/A Up to $5,000 grant for exceptional 

($253/week) education costs related to disability 
(minimum 40% course load required); 
up to $1,100 extra in repayable loans 
also available

NU $165/week N/A None

OTHER SPECIAL ASSISTANCE

FOR FULL-TIME STUDENTS

One final type of extra assistance is available for
women doctoral students. This need-based
grant of up to $3,000 was introduced in 1994 in
order to encourage women to enter doctoral
studies in fields in which they were traditionally
“under-represented” (which in this instance
means any discipline in which the proportion

of female students in doctoral studies nationally
was under 35% during the previous seven
years). Generally speaking, these grants are
available primarily for students in the hard
sciences rather than for students pursuing
programs in the social sciences and humanities,
although programs such as music, economics,
and political science are still eligible.



ASSISTANCE FOR PART-TIME STUDENTS

Assistance limits for part-time students are
considerably lower than those for full-time
students because it is generally assumed that
students who are studying part-time have
sufficient time to devote to paid employment
and therefore do not need as much assistance.
In fact, most governments do not provide
assistance to part-time students at all; only the
Governments of Canada, Ontario, and the
Northwest Territories do so.

Table 4A.IV.5 shows the assistance limits
for part-time student aid in each jurisdiction. It

should be noted that the $4,000 limit on
Canada Student Loans is not, like most other
limits cited here, a weekly or annual limit;
instead, it is a limit on total assistance. No
student may borrow more than $4,000 at one
time from the program. Should the loan be
repaid, another $4,000 will become available.
Similarly, the Northwest Territories’ part-time
grant has a $5,000 lifetime limit. Only the
Ontario program sets an annual limit. 
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TABLE 4A.IV.5 — ASSISTANCE LIMITS FOR PART-TIME STUDENTS

CANADA CANADA 
STUDENT LOANS STUDY GRANTS 
FOR PART-TIME FOR HIGH-NEED  PROVINCIAL PROVINCIAL

JURISDICTION STUDENTS PART-TIME STUDENTS LOANS GRANTS
BC Up to $4,000 Up to $1,200 None None
AB Up to $4,000 Up to $1,200 None None
SK Up to $4,000 Up to $1,200 None None
MB Up to $4,000 Up to $1,200 None None
ON Up to $4,000 Up to $1,200 None Ontario Special Bursary – up to $2,500 

for study at an Ontario institution
QC N/A N/A None None
NB Up to $4,000 Up to $1,200 None None
PE Up to $4,000 Up to $1,200 None None
NS Up to $4,000 Up to $1,200 None None
NF Up to $4,000 Up to $1,200 None None
YT Up to $4,000 Up to $1,200 None None
NT N/A N/A None $500 per course 

(including distance education)
NU N/A N/A None None



In theory, social benefits provided by
Canadian governments are portable anywhere
in Canada. In practice, it is rarely this simple.
In the world of student assistance, the
Government of Canada and the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation provide

fully portable loans and
grants. Provinces, on the
other hand, tend not to view
portability as an unalloyed
good, and many have put
restrictions on the portability
of their assistance, particu-
larly in their grant programs.

Table 4A.V.1 shows the portability of
student loans across the country. A check
mark indicates full portability of loan
assistance within Canada and throughout the
world. Deviations from this norm are noted
within the table.

Table 4A.V.2 shows the portability of
various grant programs across the country.
The same pattern emerges — that is, national
programs provide greater portability than
provincial ones. Nevertheless, the Govern-
ment of Canada is not wholly immune from
the territorial protectiveness shown by the
provinces: it does not allow Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation bursaries
to be granted to students studying outside the
country’s borders (although semesters abroad
as part of exchange programs are permitted). 

Provinces can also restrict the portability
of assistance by creating pools of student
assistance funds available only to students
attending particular educational institutions
within the province. Ontario, for example, has
done this in two ways: 1) by matching private
donations for institutional need-based fund-
ing, and 2) by requiring institutions to set
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V. PORTABILITY

In theory, social benefits
provided by Canadian
governments are
portable anywhere in
Canada. In practice, 
it is rarely this simple.

TABLE 4A.V.1 —STUDENT LOAN PORTABILITY IN CANADA

JURISDICTION CANADA STUDENT LOANS PROVINCIAL STUDENT LOANS
BC √ √
AB √ √
SK √ √
MB √ √
ON Not portable to hairstyling schools Portable within Canada except for hairstyling 

outside Ontario, otherwise √ schools. Not portable outside of Canada.
QC Not available √, except for studies in medicine, natural 

environment technology, nursing (all levels), 
police technology, recreation leadership 

training, social service, special care counselling, 
or aircraft piloting

NB √ Not portable to private institutions outside 
New Brunswick unless the program is not 
offered within the province; otherwise √

PE √ √
NS √ √
NF √ √, but some restrictions exist on loan 

remission after studies are complete
YT √ None
NT Not available √
NU Not available √

Notes: √ indicates portability throughout Canada.



aside 30% of the value of all tuition-fee
income generated by tuition fee increases
since 1996 for student assistance. Strictly
speaking, these are not “government student
assistance programs” because they are
managed by non-governmental organizations.

Nevertheless, these pools of money — which
are worth hundreds of millions of dollars —
were created by government dictate and are
available exclusively to Ontario students who
choose not to leave the province of Ontario.
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Notes: √ indicates portability throughout Canada.
▲ indicates portability outside Canada.

CANADA
MILLENNIUM 

CANADA SCHOLARSHIP 
STUDY FOUNDATION PROVINCIAL 

JURISDICTION GRANTS BURSARIES GRANT PROGRAMS
BC √, ▲ √ A number of restrictions exist, but if the student 

is studying in a program available in BC, 
grants are generally not portable

AB √, ▲ √ Not portable
SK √, ▲ √ √, ▲
MB √, ▲ √ √, ▲
ON √, ▲ √ Ontario Study Bursaries are only offered to 

students studying at Ontario institutions
QC Not available √ Within Canada, grants are portable only to 

public institutions. Outside Canada, grants are 
portable only if the student is studying in France, 

pursuing graduate studies, or studying in a program 
which is unavailable within Quebec and which fulfills 

an imperative economic, social, or cultural need 
of the Quebec collective.

NB √, ▲ √ None
PE √, ▲ √ Island Student Awards are only offered to 

students studying at UPEI or Holland College
NS √, ▲ √ None
NF √, ▲ √ None
YT √, ▲ √ √
NT Not available √ √
NU Not available √ √

TABLE 4A.V.2 —STUDENT GRANT PORTABILITY IN CANADA



One of the key features of full-time student
loans is that students are not required to 
pay interest on their loans while they 
continue to be enrolled in full-time studies.
Instead, governments pay the interest on 

students’ behalf. Because
these payments never pass
through a student’s hands,
this particular form of
assistance is nearly invisible
to the recipient. Yet the 
in-school interest subsidy is
one of the largest single
expenditures governments
make on student assistance.

Overall, governments across the country
spend approximately $500 million per year on
in-school interest subsidies.

Even if they remain largely unaware of it,
the in-school interest subsidy is extremely
important to students. This can be shown by
considering the case of two hypothetical
students, both of whom need to borrow
$6,000 a year for four years of study, with
interest at 9% throughout.

Student 1 does not borrow from govern-
ment, preferring a private lending program.
The student therefore has to pay interest on
outstanding loans while in school and, upon
completion of her studies, must repay the
entire amount with no outside assistance. At
the end of her studies, this student owes
$29,908 (assuming accumulating interest
compounding annually). If the loan is paid
back over ten years, the total cost of this 
loan, including interest payments, is $45,463,
requiring monthly payments of $378.86.

Student 2 borrows from government 
student assistance programs. During his four
years of study, the federal and provincial
governments pay out a combined total of
$5,400 in interest payments under the in-school
interest subsidy, which in this case is worth
13% of the total value of the loan. Assuming,
again, that the loan is paid back over ten years,
the total cost of the loan, including interest
payments, is $36,483, requiring monthly
payments of $304.02. 

In short, the in-school interest subsidy
may be invisible to the student, but it is by no
means insignificant.
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VI. IN-SCHOOL INTEREST SUBSIDY

One of the key features
of full-time student
loans is that students
are not required to pay
interest on their loans
while they continue 
to be enrolled in 
full-time studies.

TABLE 4A.VI.1 — HYPOTHETICAL DEMONSTRATION OF THE IMPACT OF THE IN-SCHOOL INTEREST SUBSIDY

STUDENT 1 STUDENT 2
Amount borrowed $24,000 $24,000
In-school interest subsidy (9%) None $5,400
Amount owed $29,908 $24,000
Cost of loan over ten years $45,463 $36,483
Monthly payments $378.86 $304.02



In most provinces, students with significant
amounts of debt at the end of a period of
study are eligible for some form of debt
reduction. Debt reduction, sometimes referred
to as loan remission, differs from more tradi-
tional student grants only because a student
receives it at the end of a period of study
rather than the start. With the exception of
Alberta and Quebec, provinces that provide
“up-front” grants do not have debt reduction
measures, and vice versa. Debt reduction
amounts are not paid to students — they are
paid to the financial institution that holds the
student’s loan on the student’s behalf.

Canada is the only country that uses debt
reduction as a major means of providing
student aid. The perceived advantage of debt
reduction schemes over grants is that by
applying them at the end of studies, govern-
ments can ensure that valuable funds are not
awarded to students who drop out before the
end of a year.

In some provinces (Saskatchewan,
Manitoba, and the four Atlantic provinces),
the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foun-
dation’s bursaries are awarded either wholly
or partly as a form of debt reduction. The eligi-
bility criteria for millennium bursaries in these
provinces do not differ significantly from
provinces where these awards are given as
grants; only the timing of the award is different.

Provincial debt reduction schemes can
vary considerably between jurisdictions. Some
programs distribute money to students
automatically, while others require a student

to apply for the program. Some are awarded
on an annual basis, while others are only
applied at the end of a program of studies.
These provincial variations are shown in
Table 4A.VII.1. 

Table 4A.VII.1 shows the considerable
diversity in debt reduction programs across
Canada. Notably, unlike up-front grants,
provincial loan remission programs are for the
most part fully portable. The only exception is
in Newfoundland, where loan remission is
restricted to those students who attended a
program at a Newfoundland institution.
Nearly half of all student loan recipients in
Newfoundland who attend programs long
enough to be eligible for loan remission do so
outside the province (primarily in Nova
Scotia); as a result, this is a fairly serious
portability restriction.

There is also an interest-
ing new trend in Canadian
student assistance: provincial
debt reduction initiatives
designed to either recruit or
retain post-secondary gradu-
ates. These include specific
loan forgiveness programs
for jobs that are difficult to fill or are in fields
with urgent labour market demands (e.g.,
British Columbia has a special loan remission
program for nursing and medicine students) or
do not pay well (e.g., child care). Such
programs, often used in the United States, have
frequently been suggested as a way to alleviate
chronic labour shortages in specific fields. 
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VII. DEBT REDUCTION

In most provinces,
students with signifi-
cant amounts of debt
at the end of a period
of study are eligible
for some form of debt
reduction.
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TABLE 4A.VII.1 — DEBT REDUCTION PROGRAMS ACROSS CANADA 

JURIS- AUTO-
DICTION PROGRAM DESCRIPTION MATIC?
BC None N/A N/A
AB Alberta Student Available to first-time, first-year post-secondary students who have been issued more Yes

Loan Relief than $5,000 in combined federal/provincial loans and have completed a year of studies. 
Benefit The amount of loan relief is equal to the total value of federal/provincial loans minus 

$2,500 per semester of study (normally, $5,000). It is paid at the end of the first year 
and applied against provincial loans.

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

SK Remission Available to Special Incentive Students whose total student loan assistance exceeds Yes
(Special $105 per week of study. Remission is available on the amount between $105 and 
Incentive $180 per week of study, and is only applied to the student’s first 60 weeks of 
Students2 only) post-secondary study. Successful completion of 60% of a full course load is required.
Millennium Available to undergraduate students who meet minimal merit criteria and are among Yes
bursary those with the highest need. The award size varies between $2,000 and $4,000, 

depending on need.
MB Manitoba Given to undergraduate students who do not receive a Canada Millennium Yes

Millennium Scholarship Foundation bursary and who have loans exceeding $6,000. The award 
Bursary reduces outstanding loans to $6,000.
Millennium Available to undergraduate students who meet minimal merit criteria and are among Yes
bursary those with the highest need. The award size varies between $1,000 and $4,500, 

depending on need.
ON Ontario Student If the student’s combined federal/provincial loan exceeds $7,000 for two terms or Yes

Opportunity $10,500 for three terms, a grant will be awarded to reduce debt to those amounts. 
Grant It is paid at the end of each year and applied against provincial loans.

QC Remission Available to students who have completed studies within a normal period of time and No
who have received a bursary during each year of study. The amount of remission is 
15% of the outstanding loan.

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

depending on need.
NS Millennium Available to undergraduate students who meet minimal merit criteria and are among Yes

bursary those with the highest need. The award size varies between $2,000 and $3,500, 
depending on need.

PE Debt Reduction Available to students who complete a year of studies and whose combined federal/ Yes
Grant provincial loans exceed $6,000. The amount of loan relief is equal to the student’s total 

federal/provincial loans minus $6,000, up to a maximum payment of $2,000. It is paid 
at the end of each year and applied against provincial loans.

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

depending on need.
NF Remission Available to students who have graduated in a timely manner from a program of No

study in Newfoundland of at least 80 weeks’ length. The student’s combined federal/
provincial debt must exceed $22,016 for programs between 80 and 128 weeks in 
length or $172 per week for programs that exceed 128 weeks. The amount of loan 
relief is equal to the total value of the student’s federal/provincial loans minus the debt 
minimums described above. It is paid upon completion of studies and applied against 
provincial loans.

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

depending on need, and 50% comes in the form of loan remission.
YT None N/A N/A
NT Remissible loan Once a student has successfully completed a program of full-time studies, $1,000 No

will be deducted from his or her outstanding debt for every three months that he or 
she continues to reside in the Northwest Territories.

NU Primary Loan Same as the Northwest Territories’ remissible loan. No

2. See p.127 for definition



THE FIRST SIX MONTHS

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

CONSOLIDATION

At the end of the six-month grace period,
students are required to “consolidate” their
loans. This term, unfortunately, is somewhat
misleading in most of Canada. In theory,
consolidation means combining all outstand-
ing loans into one single loan. However,
because federal and provincial loan programs
operate under different rules with different
subsidies, it is usually not possible to consoli-
date loans from federal and provincial sources
into a single loan, although students in
Saskatchewan and Ontario have been able to
do so from 2001 onwards for loans contracted
in 2001 or later. Moreover, due to changes in
loan program operation, even loans from the
same source often may not be consolidated.
For instance, Canada Student Loans received
prior to August 1995, when the program was

run with banks under a “loan guarantee,”
cannot be consolidated with loans received
between August 1995 and April 2001, when the
program was run with banks
under a “risk premium”
system. And Canada Student
Loans received since April
2001 cannot be combined
with any previous Canada
Student Loans because the
loans are now made directly
by government through a
new “direct lending” system. As a result,
students within the Canada Student Loans
Program zone who graduate in 2002 and have
been in school since 1994 may have up to six
separate loans they must consolidate. Students
from the Northwest Territories, Nunavut, and
Quebec, which are outside this zone and have
had fewer policy fluctuations with respect to
student loans, have only a single loan to repay.

Table 4A.VIII.2 lists the different loans
that students in each jurisdiction must consol-
idate separately.

REPAYMENT CONDITIONS

At the time of consolidation, several decisions
need to be made by the borrower. The first —
within the Canada Student Loans Program
zone at least — concerns the interest rate to
be paid. Borrowers in this zone are given the
choice between paying interest on federal and
provincial loans at a floating rate of prime
plus 2.5% or a fixed rate of prime plus 5%
(this applies only to loans made after 1995;
interest rates on pre-1995 loans are set annually
by the Government of Canada). The rate is
not negotiable in Quebec — it is set bi-annually
by the provincial government at a rate equal
to prime plus 0.5%, fixed.
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VIII. REPAYMENT

During the first six
months after the end
of full-time studies,
students are not
required to make any
payments on their
student loans.
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TABLE 4A.VIII.1 — WHO PAYS THE INTEREST ON LOANS IN THE SIX-MONTH GRACE PERIOD?

CANADA PROVINCIAL/TERRITORIAL 
JURISDICTION STUDENT LOANS STUDENT LOANS

BC Student Student 
AB Student Student
SK Student Provincial Government
MB Student Provincial Government
ON Student Student
QC N/A Student
NB Student Provincial Government
PE Student Provincial Government
NS Student Provincial Government
NF Student Provincial Government
YT Student N/A
NT N/A Territorial Government
NU N/A Territorial Government

TABLE 4A.VIII.2 — LOAN CONSOLIDATION GROUPINGS AND POSSIBLE NUMBER OF TOTAL LOANS

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

TOTAL POSSIBLE
CANADA PROVINCIAL/TERRITORIAL NUMBER OF LOANS

JURISDICTION STUDENT LOANS STUDENT LOANS TO REPAY
BC Pre-95; 95-01; post-01 Pre-95; 95-00; post-00 6
AB Pre-95; 95-01; post-01 Pre-94; 94-01; post-01 6
SK Pre-95; 95-01; post-01a Pre-96, 96-01; post-01a 5
MB Pre-95; 95-01; post-01 Pre-95; 95-01; post-01 6
ON Pre-95; 95-01; post-01a Pre-01; post-01a 4
QC N/A Single loan 1
NB Pre-95; 95-01; post-01 Pre-95; 95-01; post-01 6
PE Pre-95; 95-01; post-01 Pre-95; 95-01; post-01 6
NS Pre-95; 95-01; post-01 Pre-93; 95-01; post-01 6
NF Pre-95; 95-01; post-01 Pre-95; 95-01; post-01 6
YT Pre-95; 95-01; post-01 None 3
NT N/A Single loan 1
NU N/A Single loan 1



The other major decision that must be
made at the time of consolidation is the length
of the repayment period. The “default”
repayment period is ten years, but longer or
shorter periods are possible. 

INTEREST RELIEF

As noted earlier, it can sometimes take some
time before a borrower is established in the
labour market with sufficient earnings to
make regular loan payments. Young workers
frequently face low or unstable incomes for
long periods of time. Most students manage to
establish themselves within six months;
others, however, take longer. For this reason,
continuation of interest relief beyond the six-
month grace period is possible in some cases
for unemployed or low-income borrowers.

Most of the country has followed the
Government of Canada’s lead in establishing a
reasonably generous interest relief regime and
— unlike many aspects of student loans —
the eligibility criteria and benefits for both 
the federal and provincial programs are
effectively the same.

DEBT REDUCTION IN REPAYMENT

Within the Canada Student Loans Program
zone, there is one further form of assistance
available once income relief is exhausted. If, at
this point, the borrower is still deemed
incapable of repaying his or her loans, then he
or she may become eligible for “Debt
Reduction in Repayment.” This program
enables the borrower to receive a one-time
debt reduction of $10,000 or 50% of the
outstanding Canada Student Loan balance
(whichever is less). With the exception of
Newfoundland, all provinces in the Canada
Student Loans Program zone offer identical
programs within their own student loan
programs. Neither Quebec nor any of the
territories offer a program of this nature.

DEFAULT AND BANKRUPTCY

A “default” refers to a situation in which a
borrower has missed payment for a certain
period of time (270 days under the new Canada
Student Loans program rules; 90 days in
Quebec). When a loan goes into default,
lenders are entitled to take action — including
legal recourse and the use of collection
agencies — to recover the loan. The situation 
of a student who defaults on a student loan is
similar to that of someone who misses con-
secutive credit card payments. The longer the
borrower delays in making the payment, the
more damage the borrower does to his or her
own credit rating. Borrowers in default on
student loans are also barred from contracting a
new student loan until payments resume and
missed payments are made.

A “bankruptcy” is much more severe. This
is a legal process in which a debtor tries to clear
existing obligations to all creditors because of
an inability to pay. Under federal legislation
introduced in 1998, students cannot avoid
repaying student loans through bankruptcy for
a period of ten years following the completion
of their studies. Should a student declare
personal bankruptcy, all student loans “survive”
the bankruptcy, and the debtor is still required
to meet his or her obligations to the lender with
respect to this loan. In effect, governments are
given status as “preferred creditors” in view of
the fact that the loans made by student loan
programs are given on extremely generous
terms and involve considerable subsidy through
interest relief and so forth. 
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TABLE 4A.VIII.3 — INTEREST RELIEF PROGRAMS ACROSS CANADA

CANADA STUDENT PROVINCIAL STUDENT  
LOANS PROGRAM LOANS PROGRAM

Canada Student For borrowers who meet the low-income test and Same as Canada Student Loans Program
Loans Program, who are either looking for work or unable to work 
plus all provinces due to illness, the government will pay the interest 
except NF on their student loan for additional six-month 
and QC periods up to a maximum of 30 months. If financial 

hardship persists after 30 months, interest relief may 
be extended to 54 months, but only if the borrower 
completed studies within the past five years.

NF Same as above For borrowers who meet the low-income test and 
who are either looking for work or unable to work 
due to illness, the government will pay the interest 
on their Newfoundland Student Loan for a three-
month period, after which a debtor may reapply for 
interest relief for a maximum of 18 months. Interest 
relief is only available during the first 36 months 
after completion of studies. 

QC N/A For borrowers who meet a low-income test and who 
are either looking for work or unable to work due to 
illness, the government will pay the interest on their 
student loan for a six-month period, after which a 
debtor may reapply for interest relief for a maximum 
of 24 months. Interest relief is only available if the 
borrower completed studies within the past 
five years. 

YT Same as Canada Student Loans Program No loan program 
NT and NU N/A No interest relief available



Government student assistance, the subject of
Chapter 4A, forms the bulk of student finance
in Canada. There are, however, several other
major sources of assistance that need to be
examined in order to provide a complete
picture of student finance in Canada.

The most important non-government
sources of funds for student finance are
educational institutions themselves. New data
obtained by the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation suggest that Canadian
universities (and to a much lesser extent,
Canadian colleges) provide students with just
over $200 million a year in assistance, a sum
which is more or less evenly divided between
need-based assistance and merit-based awards.
Collectively, universities are thus the country’s
third-largest provider of grants after the
Government of Quebec and the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation. Section II
of this chapter provides a detailed examination
of assistance from educational institutions, as
well as an overview of third-party grants from
private foundations and other organizations.

Another important alternative to publicly
subsidized student loans is private, unsubsidized
loans, provided for the most part through the
country’s chartered banks. Although these loans
usually require either the presence of a steady
income or a parental co-signer (neither of which
is required by government student loans), they
seem to be providing both a supplement and
alternative to government loans. There are few
data on the scale of borrowing from this source,
although there is considerable information about
the differences in the type of financial products
offered by different financial institutions to
students. There are also considerable new data

on students’ use of a more familiar short-
term credit facility — credit cards. As shown in
Section III on private student loans and credit
cards, financial institutions, unlike governments,
do not hesitate to discriminate between students
on the basis of future income prospects.

Public assistance to students does not come
simply in the form of student assistance.
Governments across the country also spend
millions of dollars each year on student
employment programs. These programs
admittedly are not created solely — or even
primarily — to help students financially. 
Skill development, job experience, and the
provision of indirect subsidies to non-profit
organizations are equally important policy goals
with respect to student employment initiatives.
Nevertheless, these programs collectively repre-
sent a large source of income for students, and
the full variety of student employment programs
is described in Section IV of this chapter.

The final alternative to student financial aid
explored in this chapter is tax assistance. While
the world of taxation and tax breaks may
seem a world away from
the concerns of students with
relatively meagre earnings,
there is a large — and 
growing — number of tax
benefits available to students,
graduates, and their families.
Section V examines the full
range of tax deductions, credits, and deferrals
available to students and shows that, as a
consequence, students can earn almost twice as
much as non-students before their income
becomes taxable.
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The most important
non-government
sources of funds for
student finance are
educational institutions
themselves.

Chapter 4B

Chapter 4B — Alternative Forms of
Student Assistance and Student Credit

I. INTRODUCTION — LOOKING ELSEWHERE FOR ASSISTANCE



Educational institutions, through the provision
of both need- and merit-based awards, are 
a major funder of student assistance. While
this funding sector’s importance has long 
been recognized, the nature and extent of 

it have never been parti-
cularly well understood. A 
new survey conducted by
the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation,
however, has shed some
light on the sector.

The survey, which was conducted in 
the summer and fall of 2001, asked university
and college student assistance officers to
provide information about the number and
types of awards they provide to students. 
All universities and public colleges in 
Canada were contacted; 41 universities
(including all of the country’s major 
universities with the exception of the
University of Waterloo) and 77 colleges 
responded. The results therefore cover the
vast majority of funds under administration at
the university level and provide at least a
highly representative sample of institutions at
the college level.

The survey results show that Canadian
universities and colleges spend just over
$221.6 million on student assistance. 
Need-based awards and merit-based awards
both account for about 45% of this total 
(just over $99 million is spent on each 
category), with the balance coming from
“hybrid” awards based on both need and
merit and institutional work-study funds (just
over $11 million is spent on each category). 
Figure 4B.II.1 shows the distribution of
awards by type.
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The survey results show
that Canadian universi-
ties and colleges spend
just over $221.6 million
on student assistance.



Perhaps unsurprisingly, the money
available for students through institutions 
is highly concentrated at universities. Speci-
fically, over 95% of institutional funds are
awarded by universities. 

Institutional awards are not equally
distributed across the country. As shown in
Figure 4B.II.2, over 50% of institutional merit
awards and 80% of all need-based awards are
distributed by Ontario universities. This result
would appear to be the outcome of two
Government of Ontario policies. The first of
these was a policy requiring institutions to set
aside 30% of the value of all tuition fees
generated by fee increases in the 1996–99
period for student aid; the second was the
government’s policy of providing matching
funds for all private endowments to institu-
tions earmarked for need-based student assis-
tance. Together, these policies have created
very large pools of institutional need-based
assistance in Ontario.

Average award sizes do not vary greatly
across the country. The average size of a
merit-based award is just over $1,300; the
equivalent for a need-based award is slightly
over $1,000.

Different types of institutions have differ-
ent capacities for providing assistance to
students. Large research universities (those
known under the Maclean’s magazine 
typology as “medical/doctoral universities”)
provide the lion’s share of all institutional
assistance in Canada, both in terms of need-
based awards and — more strikingly — in
terms of merit-based awards. In this instance,
however, these categories conceal as much as
they reveal. Just over half of all need-based
awards (calculated by value) made by
medical/doctoral universities come from just
one institution (the University of Toronto);

similarly, over 40% of need-based awards
made by comprehensive universities in
Canada is provided by York University. In
fact, just over 40% of all institutional need-
based awards in the country come from these
two institutions. Figure 4B.II.3 provides data
on institutional assistance by award type and
institution type.

There is of course one other well-known
type of institutional award — namely, athletic
scholarships. Recent data provided by
Canadian Interuniversity Sports (CIS) shed
light on the nature and extent of athletic
scholarships. In 2000–01, approximately 
$2.4 million was disbursed in athletic scholar-
ships to 2,060 students (for an average award
of $1,165). Over half of this sum was provided
by institutions in western Canada, primarily
for hockey, basketball, and football. Almost 
65% of all athletic scholarships in Canada 
are awarded to males. This is slightly 
disproportionate to the overall number of
male athletes in the country (males comprise 
54% of CIS-registered athletes). The difference
is entirely accounted for by scholarships for
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hockey and football; in these two sports,
males receive 85% and 100% of all scholarships,
respectively. In all other sports combined,
females outperform males, both in terms of
the number of awards and the value of those
awards. Table 4B.II.4 shows the distribution of
athletics scholarships by sport and gender.

A final source of scholarship income 
is corporations or non-profit foundations.
There is very little detailed information about
this sector; the only attempt made at 
describing this sector was undertaken by
StudentAwards.com in its 2000 National
Scholarship Information Project. This project
analyzed the scholarship data from
StudentAwards.com’s own database. While
this is the country’s largest scholarship 
database, its comprehensiveness is unknown. 

According to StudentAwards.com, there
are approximately 900 scholarships adminis-
tered by corporations or non-profit bodies in
Canada. These awards have an average value
of approximately $2,000, although this
average is inflated by 92 “research-based”
scholarships, almost certainly intended 
for graduate students, which have an average
value of $18,000. The total annual value 
of these scholarships is approximately 
$1.9 million. These figures almost certainly
understate the full extent of private sector and
non-profit involvement in scholarships,
because they only measure scholarships
administered by those sectors, and a
considerable amount of funds originating
from this sector are actually administered by
institutions themselves.
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PRIVATE STUDENT LOANS

Government student loans are not the only
financial product available to students. Most
major banks also offer lines of credit to
students. A line of credit is a type of revolving
credit — that is, new funds become available
as payments are made on credit already 
used, which allows one to borrow money 
as needed, up to a pre-approved maximum.
Unlike government student loans, the
availability of lines of credit is not based on
need. Bank lines of credit can therefore be an
attractive option for those who do not qualify
for need-tested assistance.

No central statistics are gathered concern-
ing private lines of credit, and banks do not,
as a rule, release information concerning
borrowers. The best available evidence,
which comes from the 2002 Canadian
Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s Under-
graduate Students Survey and the 2002
Canadian College Student Survey Consortium
Survey, suggests that 10% to 20% of all college
and university students use private loans as a
form of financing.

To be eligible for a student line of credit,
an applicant must provide proof of full- or part-
time enrolment at a recognized Canadian
university or college. The field of study is
generally not considered; however, some
financial institutions have special arrangements
for students from selected professional
programs. The applicant must also be a
Canadian citizen or landed immigrant
(although some financial institutions may grant
eligibility to international students who have a
Canadian citizen as a co-signer). 

As most students do not have a secure
income, a co-signer is often required to
guarantee that monthly payments will be
made. The co-signer must be: financially
independent and able to pay the required

interest; of at least the age of majority in the
province where the line of credit is set up; and,
generally speaking, a Canadian citizen or
landed immigrant.

Some financial institutions will grant 
a student line of credit to students without a 
co-signer, provided that the applicant can
prove the financial means
by which she or he has the
means to make monthly
interest payments. In these
cases, the applicant must be
the age of majority in the
province/territory where the
line of credit is established and usually must
have some previous full-time work experi-
ence. The past borrowing and credit histories
of both the applicant and the co-signer 
are checked before a student line of credit 
is granted.

The financial institution lending the funds
sets the loan limit based on the student’s
financial request, past borrowing history, and
current and future ability to repay. While
studying, students are only required to make
monthly interest payments on the amount 
of credit used. This is more onerous than
repaying government student loans, which, as
a rule, do not require students to make
payments while they are in school. 

Most financial institutions offer a prefer-
ential interest rate for students, which is the
prime rate plus an added percentage (usually
1%). One of the benefits of a student line of
credit is the ease of quickly accessing funds
when they are required; another benefit is 
that interest is only paid on the amount used.
While studying, all Canadian financial
institutions allow students to make monthly
payments of the interest only. 

Upon graduation, there is usually a grace
period (typically 12 months, compared to six
months for government loans) to allow
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III. PRIVATE STUDENT LOANS AND CREDIT CARDS

10% to 20% percent
of all college and
university students 
use private loans as 
a form of financing.



students to establish themselves in the work-
force before requiring them to begin making
repayments on the loan principal. At the end
of the grace period, the loan switches from a
revolving credit line to a regular amortized
loan, and monthly payments are required on
both the interest and the principal, usually at a
higher interest rate than before. The length of

the repayment period is negotiated between
the bank and the borrower and varies
according to the amount borrowed and the
borrower’s ability to repay. No Canadian bank
penalizes for early repayment of the principle.
Table 4B.III.1 shows the different student line
of credit options available at Canadian banks,
as of July 2001.
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TABLE 4B.III.1 — STUDENT LINE OF CREDIT OPTIONS BY FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONa

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2001 Financial Institution Survey
Notes: a The following domestic banks do not offer a student line of credit: Bank of Nova Scotia, Canadian Western Bank,

Citizens Bank of Canada, Laurentian Bank, Manulife Bank of Canada, and President’s Choice Bank.

FIRST 
NATIONAL TD NATIONS CREDIT

BANK OF BANK OF ROYAL CANADA CS BANK OF UNIONS 
CIBC MONTREAL CANADA BANK TRUST ALTERA CANADA (VARIOUS)

Location of All All BC, AB, SK, All All ON and ON, QC, All
branches provinces provinces MB, ON, QC, provinces provinces QC and SK provinces

NB, and NS
Co-signer Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
required
Credit Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
history 
checked
Annual $15,000 $6,500 $5,500 Flexible $8,000 $15,000 $6,000 $2,500–
maximum (minimum (full-time) $6,000

$5,000) $4,000
(part-time)

Maximum N/A 4 N/A N/A N/A N/A 4 Reapply and
number requalify for 
of years credit each 

year
Total $40,000 $26,000 $22,000 Flexible Flexible $40,000 $24,000 Flexible
maximum
Preferential Prime Prime Prime Prime Prime Prime Prime Prime + 0.5%
interest rate + 1% + 1% + 1% + 1% + 1% + 1% + 1% to prime 

+ 2.5%
Monthly Interest Interest Interest Interest Interest Interest Interest Interest
payments only only only only only only only only
while in 
school
Grace period 12 months 12 months 12 months Negotiable 12 months 12 months 6 months Up to 
after 12 months
graduation 
Line of credit Yes Yes Yes Usually Yes Yes Usually Yes
switches to 
loan after 
graduation
Interest rate Yes Yes Yes Usually Yes Yes Yes Yes
increases during
repayment 
period



There are several Canadian banks which
offer different student line of credit options for
individuals in selected professional programs,
such as medicine, dentistry, and master’s of
business administration. These lines of credit
are more advantageous than the normal student
line of credit in a number of ways and are
offered to students in professional programs
because their course of studies has identified
them, as far as banks are concerned, as
“preferential customers” and a good credit risk.
While details vary from bank to bank, generally
speaking, these special student lines of credit
allow students to borrow more money at lower
rates of interest and allow for repayment on a
more flexible scale. Table 4B.III.2 outlines the
different line of credit options available to
students in certain professional programs.

CREDIT CARDS

Despite increasing concern over students’ use
of credit cards, the best available data show
that student credit card use does not differ
substantially from that of the population as a
whole. Data on student credit card use come
from a national survey of post-secondary
students conducted by Ekos Research
Associates in September and October 2001 for
the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation. Comparative data for the country
as a whole were obtained from a national
survey conducted in October 2001 by the
Canadian Press (CP) and Leger Marketing.

The Ekos Research survey found that
nearly two-thirds of Canadian post-secondary
students (both at universities and at colleges)
possess at least one credit card, and almost
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TABLE 4B.III.2 — STUDENT LINE OF CREDIT PROGRAMS FOR STUDENTS IN SELECTED PROFESSIONAL PROGRAMS 
BY FINANCIAL INSTITUTION

Source: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation’s 2001 Financial Institution Survey
Notes: a Legend of programs: MD=medicine, DN=dentistry, VT=veterinary, OP=optometry, LA=law, MBA=Master’s in business

administration, PH=pharmacy, CH=chiropractic, CA=accounting, CE=civil engineering, GR=graduate studies.

FIRST 
NATIONAL TD NATIONS

BANK OF BANK OF ROYAL CANADA BANK OF 
CIBC MONTREAL CANADA BANK TRUST CANADA

Location of branches All provinces All provinces BC, AB, SK, All provinces All provinces ON, QC, and SK
MB, ON, QC, 
NB, and NS

Programsa MD, DN, VT, MD, DN, VT, MD, DN, VT, All graduate MD, DN, VT, All graduate 
OP, LA, MBA OP, PH, CH, OP, PH, LA, programs MBA, LA, GR programs 

CA, LA CE are eligible are eligible
Annual maximum $15,000 Varies by Varies Flexible Varies $15,000

program program (minimum by program
$5,000)

Maximum number N/A 4 N/A N/A Varies N/A
of years by program
Total maximum $80,000 $65,000– $28,000– Flexible $6,000– $84,000

$100,000 $80,000 $60,000
Preferential interest rate Prime + 0.5% Prime + 0.5% Prime + Prime + 1% Prime + Prime + 1%

0.25%–1% 0.5%–1%
Monthly payments Interest only Interest only Interest only Interest only Interest only Interest only
while in school
Length of grace period Until full-time Varies Varies by Varies by 12 months 6 months
after graduation employment by program province and financial 

is obtained program situation
Repayment Varies Varies by Same Same Varies Varies 

(maximum financial as above as above (maximum (maximum 
20 years) situation 20 years) 20 years)



40% report carrying debt on those cards.
Table 4B.III.3 breaks down the reported
number of credit cards for post-secondary
students.

The results from Table 4B.III.3 are very
similar to the results for the population as a
whole. The CP- Leger survey on Canadians and
credit cards showed that over 75% (n=1,507) 
of Canadians over 18 had at least one credit
card, and over 50% of respondents reported
that they had either one or two credit cards. 

The Ekos Research survey found a strong
correlation between student age and credit
card possession. Specifically, credit card
ownership and the number of cards owned
increase dramatically with age. In fact, less than
30% of students under 20 years of age own
credit cards; however, over 80% of students
over the age of 21 own at least one credit card.
Figure 4B.III.1 breaks down student credit card
possession by students’ age.

Overall, 39% of students report some level
of credit card debt. Of the students carrying
some debt, 24% carry a balance of less than
$500, while 19% carry more than $2,500 in
debt on their cards. These numbers do not
deviate much from the reported credit card
debt levels in the CP-Leger survey. The 
CP-Leger survey asked respondents how
much they owed on their credit card(s). 
Just over 48% (n=1,171) reported debt — 
24% owed under $500, 10% owed between
$500 and $1,000, and nearly 15% reported
debts of over $1,000.

According to the Ekos survey, the average
debt level for students carrying a credit card
balance is $1,500; the median is $900. This
average student credit card debt level is
slightly higher than the average debt level
reported in the CP-Leger Survey ($1,269).

The amount of credit card debt held by a
student is directly proportionate to the
number of cards he or she holds. The average
debt for students with one card is $900; the
average rises to $1,600 for students with two
credit cards and over $2,500 for those with
three or more.
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Source: Ekos Research’s Student Financial Survey Baseline Results
Notes: a The sum total in all categories may not equal 100% due to

rounding off of percentages.

TABLE 4B.III.3 — DISTRIBUTION OF STUDENTS 
BY NUMBER OF CREDIT 
CARDS OWNED

Source: Ekos Research’s Student Financial Survey
Baseline Results

NUMBER OF 
CREDIT CARDS DISTRIBUTION
0 35%
1 35%
2 17%
3 5%
4+ 5%
DK/NR 3%

TABLE 4B.III.4 — DISTRIBUTION OF STUDENTS
WITH CREDIT CARD DEBT 
BY DEBT LEVEL

Source: Ekos Research’s Student Financial Survey
Baseline Results

AMOUNT OF
CREDIT CARD DEBT DISTRIBUTION
Under $500 24%
$500–$999 27%
$1,000–$2,499 29%
$2,500 19%
DK/NR 1%



In addition to providing direct need-based
financial assistance, governments also assist
students through student employment
programs. There are many varieties of student
employment programs, but they can be sorted
into four basic types:
• Mentoring provides students with an

opportunity to gain exposure to a working
environment where they will receive guid-
ance, encouragement, and support. These
programs are designed to start students
thinking about future plans. 

• Direct job support comes in two 
varieties: wage subsidies (in which the
government subsidizes a percentage of the
student’s wage for public or private sector
organizations) and job creation programs
(to ensure that students have seasonal
employment).

• Job placements often take the form of an
expanded version of wage subsidy 
programs, involving closer interaction 
between government departments and
organizations. A closely related form of
intervention, counselling, provides students
with various government resources
including personal consultations, referrals,
and job market information. 

• Entrepreneur programs encourage students
to start up small businesses by providing
both financial and technical assistance.

There are more than 150 different youth
employment programs available in Canada.
The majority of these programs are targeted 
to students, mainly at the
post-secondary level. While
most youth employment
programs operate through-
out the year, some only
assist students on a seasonal
basis. The programs listed in this section are
those targeted only at post-secondary
students; they therefore do not include
programs designed for unemployed youth or
secondary school students.

In Atlantic Canada, the majority of student
employment programs focus on job creation
and providing wage subsidies. Compara-
tively few projects focus on mentoring or
entrepreneurship. Table 4B.IV.1 shows the
employment programs available to students in
Atlantic Canada. 
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IV. STUDENT EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS

There are more than
150 different youth
employment programs
available in Canada.
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In central Canada, student employment
programs are more or less equally divided
between the four types of program categories.
Table 4B.IV.2 shows the breakdown of student
employment programs in central Canada.

Student employment programs in western
Canada focus on mentoring, wage subsidies,
and job creation. Manitoba has an abnormally
high number of programs (although most of
them are quite small), and for the most part
they involve some form of wage subsidy or
job creation. Programs in the other three
provinces are more evenly distributed
between the four program types. Table 4B.IV.3

shows the breakdown for student employment
programs in western Canada.

Territorial student employment programs
tend to focus on direct forms of assistance —
i.e., job creation and wage subsidy programs.
The Government of Nunavut is still in the
initial stage of developing programs and
services aimed at meeting the needs of youth.
In some cases, Nunavut is contracting with the
Northwest Territories to ensure delivery of
programs and services, while others are being
reviewed and developed. Table 4B.IV.4 shows
the student employment programs available
in the territories.

TABLE 4B.IV.1 — ATLANTIC CANADA STUDENT EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS

Source: Government of Manitoba’s 2002 Inventory of Canada’s Youth Employment Programs

WAGE SUBSIDY/ JOB PLACEMENT ENTREPRENEUR 
PROVINCE PROGRAM NAME MENTORING JOB CREATION & COUNSELLING PROGRAM
NF Conservation Corps of •

Newfoundland and Labrador 
(CCNL)
Linkages •
Small Enterprise Co-operative •
Placement Program
Student Work and • •
Service Program

PE New Entrepreneur Loan •
Program (Student Component)
Jobs for Youth •

NS Co-operative Employment Program •
Nova Scotia Employment •
Program for Students
Nova Scotia Youth Conservation •
Corps (NSYCC)
Student Loan Employment Program •

NB Federal/Provincial Youth • •
Services Partnership
Mentoring Program •
Student Employment and • •
Experience Development (SEED)
Student Entrepreneurship Program •
Workforce Expansion •
Youth in Action •
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TABLE 4B.IV.2 — CENTRAL CANADA STUDENT EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS

Source: Government of Manitoba’s 2002 Inventory of Canada’s Youth Employment Programs

MENTORING/ WAGE SUBSIDY/ JOB PLACEMENT ENTREPRENEUR 
PROVINCE PROGRAM NAME VOLUNTEERING JOB CREATION & COUNSELLING PROGRAM
QC Chantier Youth Work Projects •

French-Language Assistant • •
Quebec-UK/Ireland/
Germany/Spain
Interprovincial Summer  • •
Employment Exchange Program
Jobs in Private Businesses •
Official Language Monitoring •
Program
Strategic Employment Support •
Program
Summer Jobs and Internships •
in Government Departments
Youth Information Highway •

ON Co-operative Education •
Tax Credit Program
Ontario Government •
Summer Student Hiring
Ontario Graduate Transitions •
Tax Credit Program
Ontario/Quebec Summer • •
Student Job Exchange Program
Student Venture Loan •
Summer Jobs Service (SJS) • •
Summer Experience Program •
(SEP), including Ontario Rangers
Young Entrepreneurs Program •

The Government of Canada also has a
long history of involvement in student
summer employment and creating opportunities
for individuals to work in the public service,
crown corporations, and other federal
agencies. The Government of Canada also has
assumed a more specific role in assisting First

Nations students to secure employment.
Government of Canada programs are more
likely than provincial program to combine
features of different program types (i.e., 
mentoring and job placement). Table 4B.IV.5 
lists national student employment programs
funded by the Government of Canada.



TABLE 4B.IV.3 — WESTERN CANADA STUDENT EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS

Source: Government of Manitoba’s 2002 Inventory of Canada’s Youth Employment Programs

MENTORING/ WAGE SUBSIDY/ JOB PLACEMENT ENTREPRENEUR 
PROVINCE PROGRAM NAME VOLUNTEERING JOB CREATION & COUNSELLING PROGRAM
MB Aboriginal Youth Internship •

Program
Black Youth Internship Program •
Career Options for Students •
with Disabilities
Career Start Program • •
Hometown •
Manitoba Youth Job Centres •
Manitoba/Quebec Exchange •
Partners for Careers •
REDI Green Team Program •
STEP Services •
Urban Green Team •
Volunteers in the Public Service •
Young Entrepreneurs •
Youth Services Manitoba •

SK Centennial Student Employment • •
Program
Multi-Party Training Plan •
Spruce Krew •

AB Skills Canada Alberta •
Summer Temporary •
Employment Program

BC First Job in Science •
and Technology

Public Sector Youth Employment •
Public Service Youth Hire •
Under-Represented Groups •
Special Projects
Youth@BC •
Youth Business and •
Entrepreneurship Training
(YOU BET!)

TABLE 4B.IV.4 — STUDENT EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS IN THE NORTHWEST TERRITORIES AND YUKON

Source: Government of Manitoba’s 2002 Inventory of Canada’s Youth Employment Programs

MENTORING/ WAGE SUBSIDY/ JOB PLACEMENT ENTREPRENEUR 
TERRITORY PROGRAM NAME VOLUNTEERING JOB CREATION & COUNSELLING PROGRAM
YT Student Training and •

Employment Program (STEP)
Yukon Youth Conservation Corps •
(Y2C2)

NT Social Assistance: Youth •
Educational Support
Youth Employment Program •
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TABLE 4B.IV.5 — GOVERNMENT OF CANADA STUDENT EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS

Source: Government of Manitoba’s 2002 Inventory of Canada’s Youth Employment Programs

MENTORING/ WAGE SUBSIDY/ JOB PLACEMENT ENTREPRENEUR 
PROGRAM NAME VOLUNTEERING JOB CREATION & COUNSELLING PROGRAM
Agriculture and Agri-Food Science Horizons • •
Canada’s Digital Collections Program •
CIDA International Youth Internship Program •
Community Access Program Youth • •
Employment Project
Computers for Schools, Technical Work • •
Experience Project
DFAIT Youth International Internships •
First Nations and Inuit Science and •
Technology Camps
First Nations and Inuit Summer Student •
Career Placement Program
National Information Highway, Science and •
Entrepreneurship Camps
NetCorps Canada International •
Parks Canada • •
RCMP Summer Student Program • •
SchoolNet Youth Employment Initiative •
Science Horizons: Environment Canada Youth •
Internship Program
Science Horizons and Technology •
Internship Program
Science and Technology Internships •
(two types)
Student Business Loans •
Summer Career Placements (SCP) • •
Summer Student Connection Program •
Young Canada Works (six different programs) • •
Youth Internship Canada (YIC) • •
Youth Service Canada •



In addition to raising revenue, the Canadian
tax system allows governments to pursue
various social policy objectives by encourag-
ing certain types of behaviour by incentives
contained within the income tax system.
These incentives are known as tax expen-
ditures. Tax expenditures are unlike regular
budgetary expenditures because money is 
not spent directly by governments. Instead,

government revenue is for-
gone. In other words, tax
expenditures reduce the
amount of tax owed. They
can take the form of exemp-
tions, deductions, credits, or
deferrals, which are defined
as follows:

• Deferrals occur in programs such as
registered savings plans, where any tax
payable in relation to that program may be
deferred until a later date, thus allowing
savings to accumulate faster.

• Exemptions lower the amount of tax
payable by making part or all of a certain
type of income (e.g., scholarships) 
non-taxable. 

• Deductions lower the amount of tax payable
by reducing total assessed income before tax
is calculated. As such, they are more
valuable to people with higher incomes than
people with lower incomes, because tax
rates increase as income increases.

• Credits are applied against the tax owed to
reduce the amount of tax payable. They are
always worth an amount equal to the
lowest marginal tax. Therefore, credits 
were worth 17% until 2001, when the 
lowest federal tax rate dropped to 16%. In 
Canada, tax credits are nearly always 
non- refundable — i.e., if credits remain
after the amount of tax owing has been

reduced to zero, the balance is not
refundable. In certain cases, however, the
remaining balance can be “transferred” to a
supporting relative or “carried forward” to
be applied in a future tax year. 

In recent years, past, present, and future
students have benefitted from some significant
tax policy changes. This section will examine
all the tax benefits available to Canadian 
post-secondary students, including the pre-
study period and benefits after graduation. 

FEDERAL BENEFITS

Tax Deferrals: Registered Education Savings
Plans and Canada Education Savings Grant 

The Government of Canada has taken
steps to encourage families to begin saving for
post-secondary education at an early stage of
a child’s life. The two most important savings
tools which have been introduced are
Registered Education Savings Plans (RESPs)
and Canada Education Savings Grant (CESG).

RESPs are funds to which taxpayers may
contribute for the purpose of saving money to
cover the costs of a beneficiary’s education.
The investment return on these funds is not
taxable until the funds are withdrawn. Tax on
the investment is therefore deferred until the
funds are used for their specified purpose.
There is a limit to the amount of money 
that a taxpayer can contribute to an RESP. In 
1994 and 1995, a contribution could not
exceed $1,500 per beneficiary per year, with
an overall lifetime limit of $31,500 per bene-
ficiary. In 1996 the annual limit was increased
to $2,000 and the lifetime limit to $42,000. In
1997, the annual limit was increased to $4,000. 

Prior to 1997, investment income derived
from contributions paid to an RESP could
generally only be used to help the designated
beneficiary pursue post-secondary education;
when withdrawn from the plan, it became
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future students have
benefitted from 
some significant 
tax policy changes.

V. TAX BENEFITS FOR STUDENTS



taxable income in the beneficiary’s hands. If
the beneficiary did not attend post-secondary
education by the age of 21, the money
reverted to the subscriber and tax was paid on
any interest or capital gains. Since 1997, if the
designated beneficiary of the RESP is 21 years
of age and is not engaged in post-secondary
study, the subscriber may withdraw the funds
from the plan and use them to fill any unused
RRSP room he or she may have.

In 1998, the Government of Canada intro-
duced the CESG, which supplemented contri-
butions to RESPs with a 20% grant, up to an
annual maximum of $400. The CESG is a cash
benefit rather than a tax benefit (and is thus
not counted as a tax expenditure), but its
introduction added to the cost of the existing
tax benefit, as it increased the amount of
savings within RESPs.

Tax Exemptions — Scholarship,
Fellowship, and Bursary Income 

Before 1972, all scholarship, fellowship, and
bursary income was exempt from income tax..
Tax reform legislation in 1972 reduced
government tax expenditure in this area by
only exempting the first $500 of student
income. In the 2000 tax year, this tax exemp-
tion was increased to cover the first $3,000 of
all scholarship, fellowship, and bursary income.

Tax Deductions — 
Moving Expenses Deduction

Students may deduct from their income any
moving expenses incurred when moving to a
place of study, provided that they are full-time
students and are moving at least 40 kilometres
closer to their place of study. Students may
also deduct moving expenses incurred in
order to move closer to a place of employ-
ment, including co-op education and summer
jobs. In such cases, moving expenses can only
be deducted from income earned in the new

location. This deduction is based on the
moving expense deduction available to all
taxpayers who move at least 40 kilometres
closer to a place of employment.

Tax Credits — Tuition Fee Credit 

Originally introduced in the 1961 tax year, a
16% tax credit is available for tuition fees paid
by students to a recognized educational
institution. The credit is available if the total
tuition fees paid to the institution exceed
$100. The 1997 budget extended the credit to
cover all mandatory ancillary fees imposed by
post-secondary institutions, except student
union fees. All unused portions of this credit
may be transferred to a supporting spouse,
parent, or grandparent, to a maximum of
$5,000; since 1997, unused portions may also
be carried forward for use in future tax years.

Tax Credits — Education Tax Credit 

Students who are enrolled at recognized
educational institutions on a full-time basis are
entitled to claim a tax credit based on the
length and intensiveness of studies. As
recently as 1995, this credit was worth a mere
$60 a month for full-time students and was
unavailable to part-time students. Since 2000,
full-time students are awarded a credit of $400
for every month of study, and part-time
students are awarded a credit of $120 for
every month of study. These credits can be
used against either federal or provincial taxes,
except in Quebec, where the province has an
entirely separate tax collection system, and
Prince Edward Island, which, since the decou-
pling of federal and provincial tax systems,
only allows students to claim half the federal
credit ($200 per month of full-time study and
$60 per month of part-time study).

Table 4B.V.1 shows the changes in the
education tax credit since 1994.
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Tax Credits — Student Loan Interest 

In 1998, the Government of Canada intro-
duced a tax credit on the interest portion of
student loan payments made in a year. This
credit, which can be applied to payments
under the Canada Student Loan Program and
similar provincial programs, may be claimed
in the year in which it is earned or in any of
the subsequent five years.

PROVINCIAL BENEFITS

Quebec

Since the Quebec government collects provin-
cial income tax independently of the federal
government, it has its own system of exemp-
tions, deductions, credits, and deferrals.
However, in most respects the Quebec tax sys-
tem’s benefits match those of the Government
of Canada. Table 4B.V.2 compares Government
of Canada tax measures and Government of
Quebec tax measures for students. 
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TABLE 4B.V.1 — EDUCATION TAX CREDIT CHANGES FROM 1994 TO 2001

Source: Canada Customs and Revenue Agency

VALUE OF EDUCATION CREDIT
YEAR FULL-TIME (PER MONTH) PART-TIME (PER MONTH)
1994 $60 N/A
1996 $100 N/A
1997 $150 N/A
1998 $200 $60
2000 $400 $120

4B.V.2 — GOVERNMENT OF CANADA TAX MEASURES AND THEIR APPLICATION IN QUEBEC

TAX MEASURE CANADA QUEBEC
RESP contributions Tax deferral on interest until student Tax deferral on interest until student 

cashes benefit; interest reverts to cashes benefit; interest reverts to 
subscriber if beneficiary does not subscriber if beneficiary does not  
attend PSE; interest may be transferred attend PSE; interest may be transferred 
to RRSP if subscriber has room. to RRSP if subscriber has room.

Scholarship income tax First $3,000 exempted All scholarship income is exempt
from tax 

Deduction for All moving expenses tax-deductible All moving expenses tax-deductible
moving expenses
Tuition fees Credit for tuition and ancillary fees Credit for tuition fees
Monthly education Credit equal to $400 per month None
amount (full-time) or $200 per month 

(part-time)
Student loan interest Credit equal to interest paid Credit equal to interest paid 



It should be noted that tax reform
legislation in 1998 allowed Quebec taxpayers
to choose between a general personal income
tax return and a simplified tax return. The
simplified tax return allowed taxpayers to
choose to replace the various tax credits and
deductions with a flat amount of $2,350 per
taxpayer. As a result, many students find it
advantageous to forgo specific education tax
expenditures in favour of claiming the flat
amount. In the 2000 tax year, the flat amount
was increased to $2,515. 

Finally, Quebec has one additional tax
measure which is not available elsewhere in
Canada. Since 1993, students from a northern
village who receive financial assistance for
transportation costs because they must live
away from home in order to study are
provided with financial assistance to help
offset the cost and are exempt from paying
tax on this assistance.

Saskatchewan

In 2001, the government introduced a 
tax credit available to all new post-secondary
graduates who gain employment in
Saskatchewan. This credit is a one-time non-
refundable tax credit of $350. It can be
claimed by both graduates of Saskatchewan
learning institutions and those who have
come from outside of the province to work.
Unused portions of the credit may be carried
forward into the next tax year for up to four
consecutive years.

TAX BENEFITS AT WORK

The best way to examine the effect of the
various tax measures is to show how these
measures work at the level of the individual
full-time student. In this exercise, the effects
examined will be limited to those that affect
the amount of payable federal tax. Federal tax
changes have had an effect on provincial
taxes and therefore the amount of payable
provincial tax, but these will be excluded in
the interests of simplicity. 

Without Tax Benefits

In a Canada without tax benefits for post-
secondary education, John Q. Student earns
$10,000 through employment. John also has a
$3,000 scholarship, which gives him a total
income of $13,000.

Employment Income $ 10,000.00
Scholarship $ 3,000.00
Total Taxable Income $ 13,000.00
Marginal Tax Rate x 16%
Federal Tax (before credits) $ 2,080.00

John’s federal tax is $2,080. This is then
reduced by the available tax credits. Because
there are no education tax credits in this
example, John can only access what is known
as the “basic personal exemption” of $7,634.
The next step is to calculate the amount of 
tax that John will pay. 

Personal Exemption $ 7,634.00 
Marginal Tax Rate x 16% 
Total Non-Refundable Tax Credits $ 1,221.44

Finally, the total value of tax credits can
be applied to the total taxable amount to
reduce the amount of tax paid.

Federal Tax (before credits) $ 2,080.00 
Total Non-Refundable Tax Credits –$ 1,221.44
Total Federal Tax Payable $ 858.56

Therefore, John would have to pay a total
of $858.56 in federal taxes.
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With Tax Benefits

John Q. Student files his taxes for a second
time, this time in the real world, with existing
Canadian tax benefits.

Employment Income $ 10,000.00
Scholarship $ 3,000.00
Total Income $ 13,000.00
Scholarship Exemption –$ 3,000.00
Total Taxable Income $ 10,000.00
Marginal Tax Rate x 16%
Federal Tax (before credits) $ 1,600.00

John has three main tax credits: the basic
personal exemption, tuition and fees (for
purposes of this example, John pays the
national average of tuition and fees), and the
education study credit (for the purposes of this
example, John attends school for eight months).

Personal Exemption $ 7,634.00
Tuition and Fees $ 3,852.00
Education Amount $ 3,200.00 
Total $ 14,686.00
Marginal Tax Rate x 16% 
Total Non-Refundable Tax Credits $ 2,349.76

The total value of tax credits can now be
applied to the total taxable amount to reduce
the amount of payable tax.

Federal Tax (before credits) $ 1,600.00
Total Non-Refundable Tax Credits –$ 2,349.76
Total Federal Tax Payable –$ 749.76

Not only does John not have to pay any
taxes, he also receives $749.76 worth of tax
credits that can be carried forward to future
tax years. In total, therefore, the net effect 
of the various federal tax exemptions and
credits for John is $749.76 + $858.56 = $1,608.32.
It should be noted that this total would be
somewhat higher if provincial credits were
included, although the amount would depend
on the size of the provincial credits and the
province’s tax rates.
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This chapter examines total government
expenditures on students, including both
expenditures made directly to students in the
form of student assistance or through the 
tax system and expenditures on educational
institutions.

The most visible form of government
expenditures on students is need-based
student aid. Canadian governments, as a
whole, reduced their commitment to this form
of funding in the mid-1990s by reducing the
number of grants available to students and
simultaneously increasing loan limits. Since
1994, however, student aid funding has
doubled in real dollars, primarily as a result of
major new investments by the Government 
of Ontario and the Government of Canada. In
2000–01, total program expenditures on
student assistance in Canada were just over
$2.3 billion. Details about government
expenditures on student assistance are shown
in Section II of this chapter.

Government tax expenditures are the
subject of Section III. Little used as a vehicle
for funding students just seven years ago, since
1996 they have rapidly become an important
avenue for government spending on post-
secondary education. This has important
policy implications, because most tax expen-
ditures — unlike student assistance programs
— do not deliver assistance based on a
student’s need. The Government of Canada
has doubled its investment in tax expenditures
for post-secondary education since 1996.
Provincial government tax expenditures have
risen as well, but at a much slower rate.

A small but still significant amount of
expenditures on students are made through
student employment programs. Overall,

Canadian governments spend about $400
million a year on student employment
programs, much of which is used to support
seasonal summer employment. These
programs and the associated expenditures are
reviewed in Section IV of this chapter.

The largest set of government
expenditures on post-secondary
education is transfers to educational
institutions. In a very real — if often
ignored — sense, these transfers
are also transfers to students:
without them, institutions would need to
charge students much higher tuition fees in
order to survive. In 2001, Canadian govern-
ments collectively spent approximately $16
billion on educational institutions. This figure
declined in the late 1990s after increasing
steadily during the 1980s and early 1990s.
Regional differences are evident in the funding
of post-secondary institutions — Nova Scotia,
Newfoundland, and Ontario have seen the
largest real decreases in funding over the past
few years, while expenditures in some other
parts of the country have risen or remained
stable. Government expenditures on post-
secondary institutions are examined in detail
in Section V of this chapter.

The final section of the chapter analyzes
recent trends in transfers to students. Since
1995 and the introduction of the Canada
Health and Social Transfer, the share of
overall post-secondary expenditures received
by individuals (rather than institutions) has
risen substantially. This is due in approx-
imately equal measure to increases in 
need-based funding and increases unrelated
to need, such as tax expenditures and the
Canada Education Savings Grants. 
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Strange as it may seem, no single agency or
organization tracks spending on student
assistance in Canada. Aggregate figures are
hard to obtain because different juris-
dictions include different budget items under

the heading of “student
assistance.” While many
provinces are forthcoming
in providing information on
student borrowing, student
grants, and the cost to the
treasury of student assis-
tance programs, others —
notably Ontario — prefer

not to release such statistics. It is thus some-
what difficult to make an accurate independ-
ent calculation of overall spending.

Further complicating matters is the fact
that most annual student aid expenditures
have nothing to do with loans provided in the
year in question. The main categories of
student aid expenditures are the in-school
interest subsidy (which is the cost of paying

interest on all loans to students who are still
in full-time studies) and “back-end” subsidies
such as interest relief, loan remission, and the
cost of loan defaults (all of which are related
to loans made in previous years).
Governments in Canada are now beginning to
make provisions in their budgets for
remission, interest relief, and defaulted loans
in the year in which loans are made; in the
short term, however, these provisions will
serve primarily to artificially inflate student aid
expenditures as governments simultaneously
pay for old loans on a cash basis and new
loans on an accrual basis.

Figure 4C.II.1 shows the total amounts of
loans and grants distributed to students in
Canada since 1990–91. Data on grants are
more up to date than data on loans, because
the Canada Student Loans Program — which
is responsible for more than 50% of all student
loans in Canada — had not at the time of
publication published any data on student
loans after 1998–99. 

THE  PR ICE  OF  KNOWLEDGE :  ACCESS  AND STUDENT  F INANCE  IN  CANADA162

II. GOVERNMENT EXPENDITURES ON 
STUDENT ASSISTANCE IN CANADA

In the five years
between 1994–95 
and 1999–2000, total
government expendi-
tures [increased] 
from $1.18 billion 
to $2.35 billion.
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FIGURE 4C.II.1 — TOTAL AMOUNTS AVAILABLE TO CANADIAN STUDENTS IN LOANS AND GRANTS 
FROM 1990–91 TO 2000–01 (IN 2001 DOLLARS)

Source: Canada Student Loans Program, provincial Student Aid Offices, and the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation’s Annual Reports



Figure 4C.II.1 clearly shows the effects of
the country’s “big bang” in student assistance
in the mid-1990s. During the 1993–94 and
1994–95 academic years, two major changes
occurred. The first was the Government of
Canada’s decision to increase the Canada
Student Loans Program’s loan limit from
$105/a week to $165/a week; this increase
was partially paid for through increased 
cost-sharing with provinces. The Canada
Student Loans Program change increased
provincial responsibilities at the same time as
general fiscal pressures were prompting
wholesale expenditure reduction. These two
factors were at the heart of the second 
change — namely, the wholesale shift in
provincial student assistance programs from
grants to loans. At an individual level, this
meant that in the space of a few months
students went from receiving a maximum of
$105 in loans per week plus a few extra
dollars in grants to receiving a maximum of
$275/a week, all of it in the form of loans. At
a national level, the result was a 70% increase
in borrowing over two years and a reduction
in the value of grants provided to students.
On the whole, these changes could be seen as
a blessing for the cash-deprived and a curse
for the debt-averse.

In the late 1990s, however, growth in
student borrowing halted and even declined
slightly. In part, this happened because many
students were unable to borrow higher
amounts — about a third of all students are
already borrowing the maximum allowed by
public programs. However, it also reflected
tighter need assessment criteria and processes
in Quebec and Ontario. Meanwhile, the
number of students grants increased nation-
ally, largely as a result of the creation of the
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation
and the introduction of Canada Study Grants
for Students with Dependents.

One trend that cannot be shown due to
lack of data is the trend toward loan remission
expenditures. During the “big bang,” most

provinces opted to shift not to “pure” loans
but rather to “forgivable” or “remissible” loans
(see Chapter 4A.VII for details). This meant
that much of the provincial portion of a
student’s loan was “forgiven” by the province
at the end of a period of studies. At first,
forgivable loans were usually remitted at the
completion of studies, but most provinces
later moved to a system of annual remission.
In effect, provinces which grant remissible
loans still have grant programs; the grants are
simply delivered at the end of studies rather
than the beginning of studies.

Despite the lack of data on loan remis-
sion, we can infer some of the fiscal effects 
of the adoption of loan remission from 
overall provincial spending figures. As most
provinces chose to account for remission on a
cash basis rather than an accrual basis, this
merely stored up fiscal problems for the
future. In the first year or two after the switch
from grants to loans, provincial expenditures
plunged. However, as students began to
graduate, they became eligible for loan
remission, and provincial expenditures
quickly rose to their former levels, and in
some cases beyond them.

Figure 4C.II.2 shows exactly how this
happened in the four Atlantic provinces. The
best examples are Newfoundland and 
Nova Scotia, where spending plunged in the
years after the shift to loan remission, only 
to rebound to new heights as students began
to graduate and become eligible for remis-
sion subsidies. In Nova Scotia, there was a
six-fold increase in spending over three years;
in Newfoundland, there was a five-
fold increase over four years. Due to rising
costs, Nova Scotia recently discontinued its 
loan remission program. As a result, its
expenditures are sinking once again; 2002–03
budget estimates in Nova Scotia show that
total student assistance spending has
decreased by almost 50% since remission was
discontinued in 2000.
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Figure 4C.II.3 reveals that a similar
phenomenon occurred in Ontario. After
grants were discontinued in 1993, spending
dropped sharply and then rebounded as more
and more students became eligible for remis-
sion. The rise in spending slowed briefly in
1997–98 when the provincial government
reduced the size of the remission benefit, but
it rose sharply again when the provincial
government changed the program so that the
benefits were received after completing an
academic year rather than after graduation.
This accounting change increased expen-
ditures temporarily, although Ontario’s
expenditures are now decreasing, in keeping
with the decrease in overall borrowing across
Canada. It should be noted that student
assistance expenditures in the late 1990s also
include payments made to educational
institutions under the Ontario Student
Opportunity Trust Fund (OSOTF), a program
that provides matching funds to educational
institutions receiving endowments earmarked
for need-based student aid. Since these
expenditures represent stocks rather than
flows, they actually overstate the amount of
actual direct assistance to students in the year
in which they are paid to institutions
(although they will certainly be of benefit to
students in future years).

Another interesting phenomenon shown
in Figure 4C.II.3 is the vast gap between
Quebec and Ontario in terms of expenditures
on student assistance. This may seem counter-
intuitive, given the popular perception of
Quebec as being “generous” and Ontario as
“miserly” with respect to student support. The
gap is particularly pronounced when the
federal contribution to provincial expen-
ditures is excluded from the analysis. There is,
however, a relatively simple explanation 
for this discrepancy: Quebec does not need 
to spend as much as Ontario on student
assistance because of the province’s low cost
of living and its far more expensive policy of
maintaining free college (Cegep) tuition and
relatively low university tuition. 
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Figure 4C.II.4 illustrates provincial student
assistance expenditures in western Canada
over the past ten years. This figure clearly
shows the large increases in program expen-
ditures which occurred in British Columbia in
the 1990s. This was not so much a function 
of program expansion as it was of program
stability in the face of a large surge in 
student demand. The figure also displays an
interesting contrast between Saskatchewan
and Manitoba. These two provinces have
student populations of similar sizes and fiscal
capacities, but Saskatchewan’s expenditures
exceeded Manitoba’s by a factor of about 
five-to-one in the latter half of the 1990s.
Certainly, part of the reason for this difference
in spending was Saskatchewan’s decision to
maintain loan remission and/or grants while
Manitoba switched to a loan-only system.
Geographical issues may, however, be a 
more important contributing factor. Most
Manitobans live and study in Winnipeg, while
Saskatchewan has a large rural population
that must travel long distances to study in
Regina or Saskatoon. Saskatchewan students

therefore face higher study costs than their
Manitoba counterparts, and have both a
higher incidence of student borrowing and
higher average need. As a result, even though
the Government of Manitoba does not invest
nearly as much as the Government of
Saskatchewan in student assistance, Manitoba
students finish their studies with considerably
less average debt than Saskatchewan students.

Figure 4C.IV.5 tells the national story 
in terms of student assistance expenditures
over the past ten years, and includes data 
on both the Canada Student Loans Program
and the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation, in addition to provincial expendi-
tures. In real terms, spending by the Canada
Student Loans Program remained constant at
approximately $400 million a year until 1994,
when loan limits were increased and Canada
Study Grants were introduced. After that,
expenditures remained stable at approx-
imately $600 million a year. The only two
years during which the Canada Student Loans
Program expenditures went substantially
above that level were years in which major
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accounting changes took place. In 1995, the
program absorbed a one-time charge of
approximately $200 million to clear bad debts
that had been accumulating over the previous
few years. In 2000, the program shifted to an
accrual accounting method, so that provisions
for bad debts are made at the time loans are
issued rather than being paid on a cash basis
when the loans turn bad. As was the case for
the loan remission program in Ontario, this
change has created a temporary inflation of
student aid expenditures but does not affect
the program’s underlying cost structure.

It may seem that the Canada Student
Loans Program’s expenditures have increased
a great deal over the past decade. In fact,
what is remarkable is how little program costs
have changed, given that client numbers have
increased by 50% during the period in
question and average student borrowing has
risen by almost the same amount. In addition,
interest relief has been greatly expanded and
a substantial set of student grants has been
introduced. It therefore seems somewhat
strange that expenditures have not increased
to a greater degree. The Canada Student
Loans Program, however, has benefited
enormously from two major economic
changes: a decline in interest rates (which

reduced the cost of both the in-school interest
subsidy and the Interest Relief program) and
an improvement in the rate of recovery on
defaulted loans. Without these two changes,
the program would surely now be spending
over $1 billion per year.

Total student aid expenditures decreased
by about 20% in real terms during the 
“big bang” of the mid-90s. Shortly thereafter,
they begin to rise rapidly, largely because of 
a massive increase in expenditures by the
Government of Ontario (which briefly
accounted for 50% of the country’s entire
student assistance budget in the late 1990s)
and the creation of the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation. In the five years
between 1994–95 and 1999–2000, total
government expenditures on student assis-
tance almost doubled, increasing from 
$1.18 billion to $2.35 billion. The net effect of
this rise and fall was that real student
assistance expenditures were 60% higher at
the end of the 1990s than they were at the
beginning of the decade. While total expendi-
tures may diminish slightly in upcoming years
once recent accounting changes are absorbed
into the system, it is unlikely they will ever
return to the low levels of the mid-1990s.
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Over the past decade, tax credits targeted at
post-secondary students have become
popular policy tools for the federal
government. In political terms, tax credits can
be defined as “spending” or “tax relief,”
depending on how the government of the day
wishes to portray its record. Due to the trans-
ferable nature of these tax credits, they can
similarly be heralded either as tax breaks for
the young or tax breaks for families. Also,
unlike most education-related interventions,
the Government of Canada does not need to
negotiate with provincial governments in
order to implement them.

Modifications to the tax system that
benefit students do not receive much
attention within the post-secondary com-
munity, but these programs nevertheless cost
a great deal to implement. Total government
tax expenditures1 for post-secondary students
rival total government expenditures on
student assistance, and at the federal level 
the government spends considerably more on
tax credits than on student assistance. An
examination of government expenditures on
student assistance is therefore incomplete
without an examination of tax expenditures. 

FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

During the late 1990s, the Government of
Canada introduced a series of new tax benefits
aimed at students. These included a tax credit
for interest payments on student loans; an
increase in study credits; increased RESP
benefits; increased tax exemptions for 
scholarships and awards; an expansion of 
the tuition tax credit to
include ancillary fees; a
quintupling of the value of
the monthly education
credit; the introduction of a
monthly education credit
for part-time students; and a
change in the rules which
allowed students to carry
forward any unused tax credits to future tax
years. It is easy to overlook the significance of
these changes — but when the data are exam-
ined, the changes are in fact quite large. Since
1992, the federal government has nearly
tripled its commitment to post-secondary
education tax expenditures. In 2000, for the
first time ever, the federal government
committed over $1 billion to tax expenditures
to Canadian students. Figure 4C.III.1 
shows the changes in federal tax expenditures
since 1988.
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III. GOVERNMENT TAX EXPENDITURES FOR 
POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION

Total estimated tax
expenditures on
students for all levels
of government in
Canada was equal to
$1.75 billion in 2001.

1. A tax expenditure is the amount of money it costs the government to provide a tax credit or tax deduction.
There is considerable debate about how tax expenditures are calculated, as the method used to calculate their
value assumes that everyone who currently benefits from a tax expenditure (in this case, students) would
continue with that activity even if the tax support were taken away. Since the data in this book show that 
aggregate demand for post-secondary education appears to be relatively price-insensitive in Canada, this
method of calculating the value of tax credits seems more than adequate. 



Transferred education and tuition tax
credits, which allow students’ family members
(usually parents) to claim the value of any
unused credits against their own taxes, are the
largest single student-related tax expenditure.
The value of these credits decreased
significantly after the tax reform of 1988,
which converted all forms of education tax
assistance from tax deductions (which benefit
the wealthy disproportionately) into credits
(which are of equal value regardless of
income). Their value then grew rapidly after
the 1996 and 1997 budgets, when the tuition
tax credit was expanded and the monthly
education tax credit rose in value from
$60/month to $200/month. Since then, the
education credit has increased to $400/month.
This appears not to have affected the value of

the transferred tax credit, presumably because
of a new provision that allows students to
carry forward any unused credits to use
against future tax liabilities. Since this provi-
sion was introduced, students appear to be
less likely to transfer unused credits to their
parents, preferring instead to keep them for
their own future use. 

At the moment, the fastest-growing tax
expenditure is the tax exemption on interest
and capital gains on assets held under an
RESP. The rapid growth in this expenditure
reflects both the phenomenal growth in 
the program since the introduction of the
Canada Education Savings Grants and the
rapid rise in the value of equities during the
1990s stock-market boom. 
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PROVINCIAL GOVERNMENTS

The Canada Customs and Revenue Agency
collects federal and provincial income tax on
behalf of every province and territory except
Quebec, which collects its own provincial
income tax. Combining federal and provincial
tax collection efforts saves collection and
administration costs and results in only one
income tax form to be filled out each year.
Income tax in all jurisdictions except Quebec
was until recently calculated as a percentage
of the federal tax owed. Each province 
or territory had the power to set its own rate, 
but this rate was tied to the federal 
amount. This meant that any federal tax
measures automatically affected provincial
and territorial revenue.

A new federal-provincial arrangement has
resulted in changes to this system. In the 
2000 tax year, several provinces changed to
the Tax on Income system. Under this system,
provincial tax rates are no longer calculated as

a percentage of federal tax. Instead, provinces
can set their own rates based on federally
determined taxable income. This system gives
participating jurisdictions greater flexibility 
in setting tax policy. For example, federal 
non-refundable tax credits no longer have an
effect on provincial revenue unless the
province offers the same credit (for the 
most part, provinces retained whatever tax
credits had previously been in the system,
such as the education tax credits). Federally
imposed deductions and exemptions, 
which reduce the taxable income, still 
affect provincial revenues. 

The estimated cost to provincial treasuries
of tuition and education credits prior to 
2000 can be calculated by using Revenue
Canada statistics on the tuition and education
amounts claimed in each province. Table
4C.III.1 shows the estimated costs of federal
tuition and education credits for provincial
and territorial governments.
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TABLE 4C.III.1 — ESTIMATED COST OF FEDERAL TUITION AND EDUCATION CREDITS TO PROVINCIAL TREASURIES 
IN MILLIONS OF 2001 DOLLARSa

Source: Government of Canada Department of Finance
Notes: a These estimates include tuition and education credits as well as credits transferred and carried over. The values were

calculated by using the total amount of credits claimed by provincial and territorial residents each year as a percentage 
of the total amount claimed federally. These percentages were then multiplied by the corresponding federal estimates
found in Figure 4C.III.1. The appropriate provincial tax rate for the year was then used to arrive at the above values.

PROVINCE 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999
NF 6.0 4.6 4.6 4.9 5.7 6.7 6.5 7.6 9.5 13.4 14.6 14.4
PE 1.6 1.0 1.1 1.1 1.4 1.5 1.7 1.5 1.7 2.6 2.8 2.7
NS 9.7 6.3 7.4 7.3 8.8 9.6 10.4 10.5 12.0 12.7 13.8 13.5
NB 7.0 5.3 5.5 5.7 6.6 8.1 8.5 7.4 9.4 10.5 11.4 11.2
ON 103.9 75.1 86.3 85.3 98.8 114.7 122.1 124.7 140.2 154.5 167.5 164.8
MB 12.0 8.5 9.8 9.8 11.4 12.0 12.3 11.7 13.4 16.7 18.1 17.8
SK 2.5 2.8 3.5 5.9 6.6 6.4 7.6 8.8 9.2 10.9 12.7 13.5
AB 22.3 16.7 17.5 17.0 19.4 22.0 23.4 23.8 26.3 32.6 35.3 34.8
BC 27.8 22.8 23.8 23.5 26.6 29.9 31.2 34.3 37.4 46.2 50.2 49.3
YT .1 .1 .1 .1 .1 .1 .2 .2 .2 .3 .3 .3
NT .1 .1 .1 .1 .1 .1 .2 .2 .4 .3 .3 .3
NU N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A .1 .1
Total 193 138 159.5 160.7 185.5 211.1 224.1 230.7 259.7 300.7 326.5 322.7



It should be noted that the data in 
Table 4C.III.1 underestimate the total tax
impact of federal measures because they do
not include costs associated with tax credits
on student loan interest or the exemption of
tax on RESP growth. The cost of these
programs to provincial governments cannot
be easily calculated because of insufficient
data, but is most likely between $50 and $100
million annually.

In addition to bearing the cost of federal
tax credits, several provinces — notably,
Quebec, Ontario, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba
— run tax-based assistance programs of 
their own.

QUEBEC

The Government of Quebec administers and
collects its taxes independently. Quebec has
three main tax expenditures related to post-
secondary students: tuition and examination
fees; interest on student loans; and partial
exemption of student income. The partial
exemption of student income came into effect
in the 2001 budget; early estimates indicate
that it costs $7 million a year. Table 4.III.2
shows Quebec tax expenditures in recent
years in 2001 dollars.

ONTARIO

The Government of Ontario offers a graduate
transitions tax credit program to assist recently
unemployed post-secondary graduates of an
Ontario institution in entering the labour
force. This program provides a maximum
$4,000 tax credit based on 10% of salary
(maximum of 15% for small businesses). 
The value of this program is estimated at 
$40 million annually.

SASKATCHEWAN

In 2001, the Government of Saskatchewan
introduced a graduate tax credit, available 
to post-secondary graduates who choose to
live in Saskatchewan after graduation. This
program cost approximately $3 million in 2001.

MANITOBA

In 1995, the Government of Manitoba
introduced a refundable tax credit equal to
10% of the value of tuition paid by the
student. This credit, which in the late 1990s
cost the province approximately $15 million
per year, was progressively phased out
between 1999 and 2002 in order to pay for a
10% reduction in tuition, which in real terms
amounts to the same thing.

THE  PR ICE  OF  KNOWLEDGE :  ACCESS  AND STUDENT  F INANCE  IN  CANADA170

TABLE 4C.III.2 — ESTIMATED COST OF QUEBEC TAX EXPENDITURES IN MILLIONS OF 2001 DOLLARS

Source: Government of Quebec

EXPENDITURE 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000
Tuition and exam fees 48.4 46.6 46.6 45.5 41.3 41.6 41.6
Interest on student loans N/A N/A N/A N/A 7.4 8.3 9.1
Total 48.4 46.6 46.6 45.5 48.7 49.9 50.7



Table 4C.III.3 shows that total estimated
tax expenditures on students for all levels 
of government in Canada was equal to 
$1.75 billion in 2001. To put this in perspective,
it is roughly equivalent to the total of all
government transfers to colleges and universi-
ties in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and the four
Atlantic provinces combined. It is less than the
total amount spent on student assistance each
year in Canada, but only by a small of margin,
and its rate of growth is much faster. 

It should be noted that, unlike student
assistance programs, almost none of this tax-
based assistance is need-based. The education

amount and tuition tax credits, which account
for over two-thirds of education-related tax
expenditures, are need-neutral. Tax-sheltered
growth for RESPs is technically need-neutral,
but since savings are correlated to income
(see Chapter 1.III), this is in effect a regressive
tax credit, since it tends to benefit wealthier
families. The tax credit for income paid on
student loans is retrospectively progressive —
that is, it assists those people who used to 
be in a low-income group and, as a conse-
quence of their low level of income, received
a student loan.
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TABLE 4C.III.3 — TOTAL GOVERNMENT TAX EXPENDITURES (IN MILLIONS OF DOLLARS)

GOVERNMENT 1999 2001
Government of Canada 955 1,235.0
Provincial cost of federal tax credits 322.7 417.3 (estimate)
Quebec 49.9 57.7
Ontario 40.0 40.0
Saskatchewan N/A 3.0
Manitoba 15.0 N/A
Total 1,382.6 1,753.0



As noted in Chapter 4B.IV, all Canadian
governments operate some kind of youth-
oriented employment programs, targeted
either specifically at post-secondary students
or at youth in general. While all employment

programs targeted at 
post-secondary students 
are youth-focused, the
reverse is not true — many
youth programs specifically
exclude post-secondary
students by targeting 
out-of-school youth. This

section only shows the value of those
programs that are specific to post-secondary
students or — in a few cases — programs for
which all students are eligible but post-
secondary students are the main beneficiaries. 

While these programs are primarily of
benefit to students, governments tend not to
consider them as student subsidies. This is
because governments tend to see student

employment programs not only as a 
transfer of money to students but also as a 
way of providing non-profit organizations 
and government departments with cheap 
seasonal labour. 

The Government of Canada is by far the
largest funder of student and youth employ-
ment programs in the country; its annual
expenditures on such programs exceed 
$275 million. Federal expenditures on youth
employment programs make up about 
two-thirds of total government expenditures 
on youth employment programs. The
Government of Canada’s costs are distributed
among 29 different youth employment
programs, but nearly two-thirds of the total
costs are attributed to just three programs —
Youth Internship Canada ($68 million/year),
Youth Service Canada ($40 million/year), and
Summer Career Placements ($90 million/year).

Figures 4C.IV.2, .3, and .4 show the
reported cost of youth employment programs
by region for 2001. Generally speaking, most
provinces with multiple programs have one
“main” program and a number of smaller
“niche” programs. New Brunswick, for
instance, spends over 90% of its student
employment budget on a single program
(Student Employment and Experience
Development).
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IV. GOVERNMENT EXPENDITURES ON 
STUDENT EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS
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FIGURE 4C.IV.1 — YOUTH EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS 
IN CANADA IN 2001a

Source: Human Resources Development Canada and all provincial and
territorial governments

Notes: a The total costs for the Government of Canada may be slightly
higher since three programs — (Canada’s Digital Collections
Program, Parks Canada, and Summer-Student Connection
Program) do not report program costs.

The Government of
Canada is by far the
largest funder of
student and youth
employment programs
in the country.



In most provinces, direct employment
assistance to students takes the form of subsi-
dies to employers. This is not the case in
Quebec, where nearly half of all student
employment program expenditures is pro-
vided through summer jobs and internships in
the government itself. In Ontario, nearly twice
as much money is spent on subsidies to
employers as on direct employment through
government departments and agencies. 
Figure 4C.IV.3 provides program and expen-
diture data for student employment programs
in central Canada.

Figure 4C.IV.4 provides program and
expenditure data on student employment
programs in western Canada. Manitoba,
unlike most provinces, distributes its funding
fairly evenly through a large number of
programs. Conversely, nearly all of Alberta’s
expenditures are dedicated to its Summer
Temporary Employment Program. British
Columbia’s program expenditures are slightly
more evenly distributed across its six
programs: no one program costs more than 
$2 million per year.
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FIGURE 4C.IV.2 — COST OF STUDENT EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS 
IN ATLANTIC CANADA IN 2001

Source: Governments of Newfoundland, Prince Edward Island, 
Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick
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FIGURE 4C.IV.3 — COST OF STUDENT EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS 
IN CENTRAL CANADA IN 2001

Source: Governments of Ontario and Quebec
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FIGURE 4C.IV.4 — COST OF STUDENT EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS 
IN WESTERN CANADA IN 2001a

Source: Governments of Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, and British
Columbia

Notes: a Program costs in Manitoba and Saskatchewan are slightly
under-reported, since four programs in Manitoba (Aboriginal
Youth Internship Program, Black Youth Internship Program,
REDI Green Team, and Youth Services Manitoba) and one
program in Saskatchewan (Spruce Krew) were not reported. 



In addition to various forms of direct subsidies
provided in the form of student assistance,
students also benefit indirectly from a much
larger set of subsidies — namely, the

subsidies paid directly to
post-secondary institutions.
Since it is primarily sub-
sidies to institutions that
sustain the education
system, they could also, in a
broader sense, be con-

sidered subsidies to students. Without these
subsidies, tuition would certainly be much
higher than it is at present.

During the period of general fiscal
restraint in the mid-to-late 1990s, transfers to
post-secondary institutions in the country as a
whole declined. However, the impact and
timing of these transfer cuts differed. Large
cuts were restricted to the Government of

Canada, the Governments of Ontario and
Quebec (all of which made major fiscal
adjustments in the latter half of the decade),
and the Governments of Newfoundland and
Nova Scotia (which made cuts earlier in 
the decade). By the end of the decade,
government transfers to post-secondary insti-
tutions had decreased by approximately 15%,
with most of decline due to cuts in expendi-
tures by the Government of Canada and the
Government of Ontario.

The best available evidence on what
governments spend on post-secondary educa-
tion comes from Statistics Canada’s CANSIM II
database, which includes information on
spending for operating expenses, capital
budgets, and sponsored research at colleges,
universities, and vocational schools by
jurisdiction. Use of this database necessarily
introduces an element of doubt into the
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FIGURE 4C.V.I — GOVERNMENT EXPENDITURES ON POST-SECONDARY INSTITUTIONS 
IN ATLANTIC CANADA (IN 2001 DOLLARS)

Source: Statistics Canada’s CANSIM II database (Tables 478-004, 478-005, and 478-0007)

During the 1990’s,
government transfers 
to post-secondary 
institutions decreased
by approximately 15%.

V. GOVERNMENT EXPENDITURES ON 
POST-SECONDARY INSTITUTIONS



figures being examined. There will undoubt-
edly be differences between what govern-
ment financial reports describe as “spending”
and what institutions describe as “income” (as
well as what institutions actually spend in a
given period of time). Distinctions between
different spending categories are not easily
made, and none have been attempted here.
Thus, while changes in overall expenditures
are portrayed, changes in the composition of
spending are not. Figures 4C.V.1 to .5 display
the trends in government expenditures on
post-secondary institutions since 1980.

In Atlantic Canada, declines in funding
were gradual but persistent from the early
1990s onwards. Prince Edward Island kept its
funding relatively constant over 20 years. New
Brunswick was the only Atlantic province 
to have higher real expenditures in 2000 than
in 1980, but like most provinces it 
reduced expenditures during the 1990s.
Newfoundland and Nova Scotia both had
rising expenditures in the 1980s followed by
steep declines in the 1990s — real funding
declined by a third between 1987 and 1997 in
Newfoundland and by 25% in Nova Scotia. In
all cases, it should be borne in mind that
during this same period participation rates

more than doubled in all provinces. This
implies that per-student funding in Atlantic
Canada is less than half of what it was 
20 years ago.

The general trend in post-secondary
expenditures was broadly similar in Ontario
and Quebec throughout most of the past two
decades. During the 1980s, real expenditures
on post-secondary institutions increased
slowly in both provinces, albeit at a slightly
higher rate in Ontario than in Quebec.
Spending remained constant in real dollars
throughout the first half of the 1990s, and then
fell sharply in the latter half of the decade. In
Quebec, the decline was both short (lasting
about three years) and sharp (the decline, 
at its trough, amounted to about 20% of
expenditures). Spending subsequently
returned to its earlier levels. In Ontario, the
cuts were sharper and deeper: spending
declined by nearly one-third over a two-year
period and has remained low since then.
Although it can be difficult to interpret
CANSIM data, the one-year jump in expen-
ditures noted in 1999 appears to be the result
of a one-year increase in capital spending to
prepare for the “double cohort” in 2003.
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FIGURE 4C.V.2 — GOVERNMENT EXPENDITURES ON POST-SECONDARY INSTITUTIONS 
IN CENTRAL CANADA (IN 2001 DOLLARS)

Source: Statistics Canada’s CANSIM II database (Tables 478-004, 478-005, and 478-0007)



While overall expenditures were roughly
similar in both provinces throughout most of
the period in question, Quebec’s lower
population and lower per-capita GDP signify
that in relative terms Quebec is devoting far
more of its budget expenditures to post-
secondary education than Ontario. However,
this is partly because post-secondary
education begins two years earlier in Quebec,
where secondary school typically ends at the
age of 17; in Ontario, until 2003, secondary
studies normally end at the age of 19.
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FIGURE 4C.V.3 — GOVERNMENT EXPENDITURES ON POST-SECONDARY INSTITUTIONS 
IN WESTERN CANADA (IN 2001 DOLLARS)

Source: Statistics Canada’s CANSIM II database (Tables 478-004, 478-005, and 478-0007)
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FIGURE 4C.V.4 — GOVERNMENT OF CANADA EXPENDITURES ON 
POST-SECONDARY INSTITUTIONS (IN 2001 DOLLARS)

Source: Statistics Canada’s CANSIM II database 
(Tables 478-004, 478-005, and 478-0007)



In the west, expenditures on post-second-
ary institutions in all four provinces fluctuated
during the 1980s and 1990s. British Columbia
began a long period of increasing
expenditures in the mid-1980s. Expenditures
reached a peak in 1994, and decreased
slightly thereafter. The situation in Alberta is
very nearly the opposite of British Columbia
Government expenditures on post-secondary
education began declining in the mid-1980s,
at the same time as oil revenues began to
decline sharply. The much-vaunted “Klein
cutbacks” of the mid-1990s were, in the post-
secondary sector at least, simply the continu-
ation of a long-term trend rather than a radical
break. Spending increased sharply again in
1999, bringing provincial spending back to its
level prior to the cuts of the mid-1990s — but
not back to its heights of the mid-1980s.
Manitoba and Saskatchewan had virtually
identical spending patterns during the 1980s
and 1990s. Neither province experienced the
sharp year-to-year declines or increases that 
characterized spending in most other
provinces; rather, both followed a path of
gradual increases in expenditures in the
1980s, gradual decline in the mid-1990s, and
another general rise in expenditures towards
the end of the 1990s.

The Government of Canada’s expen-
ditures on post-secondary institutions are
devoted primarily to research funding and
retraining programs linked with the
Employment Insurance Program. In fact,
according to Statistics Canada, well over 
two-thirds of federal spending on post-

secondary institutions comes in the form of
payments to vocational institutions; whether
these institutions are public or private is not
known. In general, federal expenditures on
post-secondary institutions have been declin-
ing since 1995: large declines in retraining
expenditures have dwarfed increases in
spending on research granting councils. These
statistics, however, do not include the
Government of Canada’s large one-time
transfers to foundations related to post-
secondary education, including more than 
$1 billion given to the Canada Foundation
for Innovation in 1997, 1999, and 2000 and 
$2.5 billion given to the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation in 1998.
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An important shift in higher education
funding has occurred in the past six years.
While government transfers to educational
institutions have declined slightly over the
past several years, transfers to individuals
have almost doubled. This final section on
government expenditures analyzes trends in
aggregate government expenditures on post-

secondary education. The
base year for considering
these trends is 1995–96, for
two main reasons. First,
1995–96 was the initial fiscal
year of the Canada Health

and Social Transfer — often seen as the begin-
ning of a new era in social program funding
in Canada. Second, 1995–96 was the last year
before the Government of Canada began its

rapid increase in tax benefits for students. 
As such, 1995–96 makes a good starting 
point for our inquiry into the impact of 
recent changes to the overall post-secondary
education funding system.

TRANSFERS TO INDIVIDUALS

There are basically two types of transfers to
individuals: those based on need and those
that are universal (i.e., non-need-based). The
first category includes expenditures related to
student aid, loans, grants, and tax measures
related to loans and grants (specifically, the
tax credit for interest paid on student loans).2

“Universal” transfers are expenditures available
to all students regardless of need — most tax
expenditures fall into this category, as do
expenditures on merit scholarships and the
Government of Canada’s Canada Education
Savings Grant Program (CESG). It should be
noted that not all transfers to individuals are
transfers to students: some are transfers to
parents, while some are transfers to graduates.
CESGs, for example, are a subsidy to parents,
providing an additional 20% on every dollar
saved through an RESP up to a maximum of
$400 a year. The Government of Canada
currently spends approximately $300 million a
year on this program.

In 2000–01, the Government of Canada
spent just over $2.5 billion in transfers to
individuals for education. This amount is
double what was spent just four years earlier.
These transfers are more or less equally
divided between need-based assistance and
non-need-based assistance. About half of 
the increase in need-based assistance is due to
the creation of the Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation; the rest of the
increase is accounted for by the introduction
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FIGURE 4C.VI.1 — GOVERNMENT OF CANADA TRANSFERS TO
INDIVIDUALS FOR POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION
FROM 1995–96 TO 2000–01 (IN 2001 DOLLARS)a

Source: Government of Canada and the Canada Millennium 
Scholarship Foundation’s Annual Reports

Note:  a Need-based transfers include the Canada Student Loans
Program, Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation 
millennium bursaries, and Student Loan Interest Credit. 
Non-need-based transfers include all tax expenditures except
the Student Loan Interest Credit; Canada Education Savings
Grants; and Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation 
millennium excellence awards.

2. The student aid tax credit is in fact retroactively need-based; that is, it provides assistance based on need during
an earlier period of time rather than need in the present.



of the tax credit for student loan interest
payments and changes to the Canada Student
Loans Program (which, as noted in Section II
of this chapter, are largely accounting 
changes rather than changes in the underlying
expenditures).

The trend at the provincial level has been
similar, insofar as both need- and non-need-
based expenditures have risen by proportion-
ately similar amounts. However, provincial
governments, unlike the Government 
of Canada, have never been particularly large
providers of non-need-based transfers. 
The ratio of need-to-non-need expenditures,
which is approximately 1:1 for the Government
of Canada, is nearly 4:1 for provincial
governments. Figure 4.VI.2 shows provincial
transfers to individuals with respect to post-
secondary education.

Figure 4C.VI.3 combines data on transfers
to individuals from both the federal and
provincial levels of government. In real
dollars, total transfers to individuals for post-
secondary education have increased by
approximately two-thirds during the six years
from 1995–96 to 2000–01. In absolute terms,
the growth in individual transfers has been
evenly divided between need-based and non-
need-based forms of assistance, although in
relative terms the increase has been 
much greater for non-need-based forms 
of assistance.

TOTAL TRANSFERS

The increase in transfers to individuals has
occurred in the context of stagnant or declining
transfers to institutions. Figure 4C.VI.4 shows
the relative changes in different forms of
transfers since 1995–96, while 4C.VI.5 shows
the changes in absolute terms. In real terms,
overall spending on transfers with respect to
post-secondary education remained virtually
unchanged between 1995–96 and 2000–01 
(at approximately $20 billion). The composi-
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FIGURE 4C.VI.2 — AGGREGATE PROVINCIAL TRANSFERS TO
INDIVIDUALS FOR POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION
FROM 1995–96 TO 2000–01 (IN 2001 DOLLARS)ab

Source: Provincial Student Aid Offices and provincial budget documents
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Rutherford Scholarship in Alberta. Data for this program 
were not available.

b Need-based assistance includes all student assistance programs,
while non-need-based assistance includes tax expenditures 
and merit-based programs.
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Source: Provincial Student Aid Offices, provincial budget documents,
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Notes: a Need-based assistance includes the Canada Student Loans
Program, Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation (annual
expenditures), provincial student assistance programs, and
Student Loan Interest Credit.  Non-need-based assistance
includes all tax expenditures except the Student Loan Interest
Credit; Canada Education Savings Grants; Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation millennium excellence awards; and
provincial merit programs.



tion of this expenditure, however, changed
significantly. Transfers to institutions
decreased by about $2 billion, while transfers
to individuals rose by slightly less than 
$2 billion. As a result, transfers to individuals
comprised a little more than 21% of all
transfers related to post-secondary education
in 2000–01, compared to 12% in 1995–96. 

The change in the pattern of funding
shown in Figures 4C.VI.4 and 4C.VI.5 is
certainly significant, but it does not represent
a true revolution in post-secondary funding in
Canada. The sheer size of the transfers to
institutions means that changes in student aid
or tax policy, however important they may 
be, are still relatively marginal to the overall
state of post-secondary education funding.

Nevertheless, it remains true that since the
introduction of the Canada Health and Social
Transfer there has been an overall shift in the
way post-secondary education is funded,
albeit not in the way that some of the CHST’s
critics expected. “Massive” cuts to post-
secondary education were temporary: the 10%
decrease in total transfers in 1996–97 was
followed by rapid gains, so that the overall
transfer level returned its pre-CHST level by
1998–99. But this restoration was not due to
the restoration of transfers to institutions;
instead, it was due to large amounts of new
funding for student aid and education-related
tax benefits. After the introduction of the
CHST, all Canadian governments — both at
the federal and provincial level — appear to
have decided that any additional money in
support of post-secondary education should
be directed to individuals, not institutions. 
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Thus far, this book has examined students —
how young people become students; how
many students there are in Canada; what and
where they study; how they earn, spend, and
borrow money; and how governments help
students. This is all, however, a means to an
end. Students, for the most part, graduate and
move on to the labour force. This chapter is
about graduates, their lives after graduation,
and how the legacy of their education affects
them later in life.

The first and most noticeable legacy —
for some at least — is the burden of debt that
students accumulate during their studies and
must pay off once they finish. Reliable data on
student indebtedness are very hard to obtain,
because provincial authorities are reluctant to
release such data on a consistent and timely
basis. On the basis of the available evidence,
however, the average student debt appears to
be just over $21,000 nationally, although there
is a significant gap between Quebec and 
the rest of the country. This represents a
considerable increase during the course of the
past decade, but most evidence suggests that
student debt is unlikely to increase much in
the near future. Section II of this chapter
reviews the available evidence on student
debt at graduation.

Section III examines patterns in student
loan repayment. The scant evidence which
exists on this subject is unfortunately
somewhat dated, and thus may be of only

limited value. The evidence points to a
decline in the ability of graduates to repay
their loans quickly; nevertheless, in 1997, well
over 40% of all student loan debt was repaid
within two years of graduation. 

Students’ transition to the labour force is
the subject of Section IV. Unemployment rates
generally decline as level of education rises
and length of time in the labour force
increases. Among recent graduates, Statistics
Canada’s National Graduate Surveys show a
gentle decline between 1986
and 1995 in the number of
graduates working full-time
two years after graduation.
This decline was most
pronounced amongst college
graduates. It is not clear
what caused this trend or
whether it has continued to the present day.
Clear regional patterns of employment and
unemployment rates among recent graduates
are also evident.

Section V looks at graduates’ earnings. A
graduates’ level of education is crucial in
determining his or her immediate post-
graduation income: on average, university
graduates earn substantially more than either
college or trade/vocational graduates. There
are, however, substantial variations in income
depending on the individual’s field of study
and region. The differences in earnings by
field of study are partially responsible for a
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significant gender gap in earnings as well.
Over the longer term, however, the earnings
differential between graduates with Bachelor’s
degrees from different fields of study narrows
somewhat. 

The final section of this chapter looks at
the return on public investment in post-
secondary education — that is, the financial
benefits that post-secondary graduates bring
to the economy, and in particular their impact

on government revenues and expenditures.
College and university graduates, while
making up only 40% of the country’s working
age population, pay over 60% of the country’s
personal income taxes and receive less than a
third of government transfer payments to
individuals. Graduates’ net contribution to the
treasury is so large that it is difficult to imagine
the continuance of a welfare state in Canada
without it.
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One of the most widely known “facts” about
student loans in Canada is that the average
debt of graduating students is $25,000. This
frequently cited number, which comes from a
1996 Government of Canada publication, was
an estimate of future loan growth rather than
a statement of current fact, and it ignored the
existence of provincial loan remission
programs. It also applied only to students
outside Quebec, excluded college and
trade/vocational students, and, most crucially,
took into account only those students who
borrow (approximately 55% of all university
graduates borrow during the course of their
studies). In short, this “fact” is wrong.

There is, unfortunately, no compre-
hensive source of timely data on student debt.
The Canada Student Loans Program’s
administrative databases contain no data on
student borrowing from provincial sources.
Provincial student loan data contain data on
both provincial and federal borrowing, but for
the most part provinces refuse to publish
adequate data on student debt. Even where
accurate measurements are available,
timeliness is a problem. Changes in student
debt are for the most part caused by cumula-
tive changes in student aid program rules 
and restrictions, and major changes in 
average student debt levels can therefore
occur fairly rapidly.

This leaves surveys of varying quality as a
source of data. The best source of survey data
is Statistics Canada’s periodic National
Graduate Survey (NGS). Unfortunately, the
most recent NGS data on debt are of only
limited usefulness in describing the overall
debt burden, as the most recent cohort
surveyed (1995) did not feel the full effects of
a series of major policy shifts away from
student grants and towards student loans in
the mid-1990s.

One of the more ambitious recent
attempts to estimate student debt came from

the Canada Student Loans Program’s Review
of the Government of Canada’s Student
Financial Assistance Programs 1998–99.
Table 5.II.1 shows estimated debt from both
provincial and federal sources.

While based on excellent and accurate
administrative data, the Canada Student Loans
Program’s data are limited in two important
ways. First, they collapse all students into a
single category, thus obscuring the real and
important differences between graduates of
one-, two-, and four-year programs. Second,
they concentrate solely on public debt and
exclude any private debt that might be held.

The Canadian Undergraduate Survey
Consortium’s Graduating Students Survey
2000, which surveyed students at a group 
of 22 participating universities across the
country, examined student
debt in a different way. The
CUSC survey included a
series of questions asking
students to estimate their
debt levels upon comple-
tion of their current degree
or diploma. The question
did not distinguish between
debt from government loan
sources and debt from 
other (private) sources. Just over half of the
respondents (n=6,388) reported having debt
(56%), and for those reporting debt, the
average amount was $20,286. Figure 5.II.1
shows the distribution of debt according to
the CUSC survey.

The CUSC survey also examined student
debt according to discipline. The survey
showed that students in professional, 
second-entry programs such as medicine and
dentistry reported both the highest average
debt and the highest incidence of debt. This
may reflect either the higher costs involved in
these programs or the fact that students 
in these programs are older and have had
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more borrowing opportunities than younger
students in direct-entry programs, or a
combination of the two. Table 5.II.2 shows
the reported frequency of student debt and
the level of debt by discipline.

The CUSC survey also provided some
interesting data on the distribution of debt by
visible minority status. Visible minority
students are likely to anticipate higher debt
levels than non-visible minority students. The

CUSC data show that students who identify
themselves as members of a visible minority
(and indicate that they will have debt) have 
a mean anticipated debt level of more 
than $21,320. It is not clear, however, what 
is causing these differences in average 
debt; as such, the findings should be
considered preliminary rather than defini-
tive. Table 5.II.3 shows the differences in
anticipated debt levels by mean. 

TABLE 5.II.1 — AVERAGE DEBT OF STUDENT BORROWERS CONSOLIDATING LOANS 
IN 1997–98 BY JURISDICTION

Source: Canada Student Loans Program’s Review of the Government of Canada’s Student Financial Assistance
Programs 1998–99

Notes: a The provinces provide the numbers of students receiving provincial loans.
b The average total student debt is a weighted average of federal and provincial/territorial average loans.
c Provincial numbers for Prince Edward Island were not available. The numbers displayed are estimates.
d Quebec does not participate in the Canada Student Loan Program but provides its own similar
student assistance program, for which it receives an alternate payment from the Government of Canada.

e The number of provincial borrowers in Saskatchewan is higher than the number of Canada Student
Loans borrowers, because Saskatchewan funds some short-term programs (four to five weeks) that
the Canada Student Loans Program does not fund.

f The number of provincial borrowers in Alberta is higher than the number of Canada Student Loans
borrowers, because Alberta funds some short-term programs that the Canada Student Loans Program
does not. Alberta issues provincial loan funding for programs of less than 12 weeks’ duration and
loans issued under the Labour Market Agreement. These consolidations are not reflected in Canada
Student Loans statistics, as these students did not receive Canada Student Loans funding.

g The Northwest Territories do not participate in the Canada Student Loans Program. Data on the
Northwest Territories’ student assistance were not available.

h The total for Canada was calculated as a weighted average of provincial and federal student debt.

NUMBER OF 
CANADA NUMBER OF AVERAGE AVERAGE AVERAGE 

STUDENT PROVINCIAL/ CANADA PROVINCIAL/ TOTAL 
PROVINCE/ LOANS TERRITORIAL STUDENT TERRITORIAL STUDENT  
TERRITORY BORROWERS BORROWERSa LOANS DEBT DEBT DEBTb

NF 9,366 7,092 $8,900 $6,248 $13,631
PEc 1,269 1,269 $8,458 $5,263 $13,037
NS 7,950 7,802 $7,923 $4,469 $12,309
NB 6,261 5,633 $9,252 $5,123 $13,861
QCd N/A 54,372 N/A $13,181 $13,181
ON 94,923 68,874 $8,979 $6,995 $14,054
MB 5,747 4,505 $7,556 $3,741 $10,489
SKe 6,311 6,943 $9,751 $2,445 $11,973
ABf 19,947 23,156 $8,349 $3,527 $11,387
BC 24,241 28,227 $8,644 $3,326 $11,500
YT 169 N/A $6,609 N/A $6,609
NTg N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
Canadah N/A N/A N/A N/A $13,056



Another major source of data on student
indebtedness is the periodic surveys of
graduating or recently graduated students
undertaken by various educational institutions.
Lang Research, on behalf of the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation, per-
formed a meta-analysis of over 150 institu-
tional graduate or graduand surveys in order
to create useful nation-wide data on issues of
student finance and transition to the labour
market. This research therefore provides a
reasonably accurate and up-to-date picture 
of debt across the country. Unfortunately,
since most colleges surveys do not ask
questions on debt, the data pertain primarily
to the 47 universities that supplied data for 
the exercise.

According to the Lang meta-survey, 
over 50% of Canadian university students 
reported having education-related debt upon
completion of their studies. The Lang study
was able to examine whether there are any
regional differences with reported student
debt levels: the findings show that there 
is some variation across the country. 
Figure 5.II.2 shows the incidence and amount
of student debt across Canada.

The Lang data show that there are
regional differences in both the incidence and
the amount of student debt. Students in
Quebec and western Canada are likely to
accumulate less debt than students in Atlantic
Canada and Ontario. In terms of debt
incidence, however, only Quebec shows any
serious variation from the national trend.
Approximately 45% of Quebec students
emerge from their period of studies with debt,
compared to slightly more than 52% in the
rest of the country.
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TABLE 5.II.2 — REPORTED STUDENT DEBT 
BY DISCIPLINE

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey
Consortium’s Graduating Students
Survey 2000

MEAN
(AMONG  

PERCENTAGE THOSE  
DISCIPLINE WITH DEBT WITH DEBT)
Professional 65% $25,894
Agriculture 63% $21,304
Education 61% $17,850
Physical sciences 59% $18,898
Engineering 58% $22,421
Biological sciences 57% $20,758
Overall 56% $20,286
Other fields 56% $19,143
Arts and humanities 55% $19,559
Social services 54% $20,722
Business 50% $17,054

TABLE 5.II.3 — ANTICIPATED DEBT LEVELS FOR
SELF-IDENTIFIED VISIBLE AND
|NON-VISIBLE MINORITY STUDENTS
(STUDENTS WITH DEBT ONLY)

Source: Canadian Undergraduate Survey
Consortium’s Graduating Students 
Survey 2000

MEMBER 
OF VISIBLE NUMBER OF 
MINORITY RESPONDENTS MEAN
Yes 351 $21,320.00
No 2,322 $19,858.00
No Response 144 $32,428.00
Total 2,817 $20,286.00
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Ideally, we would be able to compare
current debt numbers with numbers 
from earlier studies. Unfortunately, the use of
different methodologies to calculate debt 
at different points in time makes this 
a somewhat hazardous undertaking. Never-
theless, by comparing student loan debt from
earlier National Graduate Surveys with 
total debt from the Lang meta-survey (a 
procedure which is likely to inflate growth in
debt between the final NGS and 
the present), one can still obtain a rough
approximation of the inflation in student debt
over the past 20 years. Figure 5.II.3 shows the
increase in debt over time.

Debt grew much faster in the early 1980s
than it has since. Between 1982 and 1986,
student debt increased by about 60% in real
dollars. Conversely, growth in debt was
almost at a standstill between 1986 and 1990,
largely because loan limits were fixed during
a time of reasonably high inflation. As noted
earlier on several occasions, there was a very
large increase in student loan maximums
between 1993 and 1995. The effects of this
increase were only beginning to be felt in the
1995 NGS; the full effects were not felt until
the late 1990s. Overall, student debt rose by
69% in real terms between 1982 and 1990, and
by 96% in real terms between 1990 and 2001.
It should be kept in mind, however, that the
latter figure may be somewhat inflated due 
to changes in the definition of debt which
occurred at the national policy level during
this time.

Finally, it should also be kept in mind that
past trends are not indicative of future results.
The drop in average student borrowing noted
in Chapter 3 and the increase in student grant
dollars noted in Chapter 4C likely indicate 
that student debt has — for the moment at
any rate — stopped growing.
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The length of time it takes students to repay
student loans after graduation is a subject for
which there is regrettably little concrete data.
This data gap is especially troubling since it is
at the heart of determining whether or not
students are in fact able to repay the loans
that increased in size so dramatically during
the 1990s.

It is not uncommon to hear stories of a
friend, relative, or neighbour declaring bank-
ruptcy due to student debt, or, alternatively, of
students taking over ten years to repay their
student loans and as a result being unable to
afford a house or a new car during that time.
While such things undoubtedly happen, it
should be borne in mind that these situations
may represent the exception rather than the
rule. According to the most recent evidence
(“Student Loans: Borrowing, Burdens, and
Repayment” by Ross Finnie), nearly half of all
students who borrow actually repay their
loans within two years of graduation. 

Finnie’s paper analyzes the borrowing
and repayment patterns of three cohorts of
post-secondary graduates tracked by Statistics
Canada’s National Graduate Survey. The NGS
surveys included in the analysis cover the
graduating classes of 1986, 1990, and 1995;

the surveys were conducted approximately 
24 months after graduation. The data are split
into four groups of graduates, according to
the respondent’s level of education:
college/cegep, Bachelor’s degree, Master’s
degree, and doctorate. The large survey size
(over 50,000 graduates were interviewed for
each survey) provides a high degree of
confidence that the results are representative
of the graduating class as a whole.

Table 5.III.1 outlines the percentage of
total outstanding debt repaid by level of post-
secondary education, cohort, and gender. For
the most recent cohort (1995), a substantial
portion (over 40%) of all
outstanding post-secondary
debt was repaid within 
two years of graduation.
Nevertheless, the table
shows that there has been a
significant deterioration in
the percentage of debt
repaid within two years of
graduation, particularly at the college level.
Deterioration over time appears to be more
strongly associated with female graduates
than male graduates, particularly at the
college and doctoral levels. Because of the
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III. DURATION OF STUDENT LOAN REPAYMENT

The length of time 
it takes students to
repay student loans
after graduation is 
a subject for which
there is regrettably
little concrete data. 

TABLE 5.III.1 — PERCENTAGE OF DEBT REPAID BY DEGREE LEVEL, COHORT, AND GENDER

EDUCATION LEVEL SEX 1986 1990 1995
College/Cegep M 55% 53% 42%

F 56% 51% 38%
Bachelor’s degree M 51% 49% 44%

F 52% 48% 40%
Master’s degree M 59% 52% 52%

F 61% 57% 52%
Doctorate M 66% 63% 53%

F 72% 62% 57%



significant increase in student borrowing in
the mid-1990s — the effects of which were
not entirely manifested in the 1995 cohort —
one can reasonably expect a further general
deterioration in future NGS surveys. 

Another sign that students are requiring
more time to pay back their education-related
debt is the change in pay-back frequency
observed between the 1990 and 1995 NGSs.

The data show that students in the 1995 NGS
were less likely than their 1990 counterparts
to have paid back all their debt two years after
graduation. For example, in 1990, 40% of
male doctorate students indicated that they
had already repaid their debt in full; in 
1995, that number had decreased to 33%.
Figure 5.III.1 outlines the differences in
repayment frequency between the 1990 and 
1995 NGSs. 
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Repayment rates reveal some subtle
differences when examined by field of study.
Table 5.III.1 shows the pay-back differences
for Bachelor’s degree graduates in 1986, 1990,
and 1995. Students in medicine and law
reported the lowest repayment rates two years
after graduation. This would not appear to be
due to high tuition in these disciplines, given

that large tuition increases did not occur in
these fields until long after the 1995 cohort
had graduated (see Chapter 3.II for details).
The likeliest explanation is that both lawyers
and doctors have limited earning potential in
their first months following graduation, due to
articling and residency requirements.
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TABLE 5.III.2 — PROPORTION OF DEBT REPAID BY FIELD OF STUDY (BACHELOR’S DEGREE)

Source: “Student Loans: Borrowing, Burdens, and Repayment” by Ross Finnie

FIELD OF STUDY GENDER 1986 1990 1995
Applied science Male 50% 50% 42%

Female 55% 51% 41%
Commerce Male 50% 52% 46%

Female 49% 55% 53%
Computer Male 49% 50% 53%

Female 50% 58% 53%
Economics Male 49% 52% 48%

Female - - -
Engineering Male 61% 53% 51%

Female 55% 59% 53%
Fine arts Male 39% 48% 36%

Female 48% 50% 43%
Law Male 31% 31% 24%

Female 49% 30% 14%
Medical Male 47% 44% 40%

Female 52% 41% 29%
Other social sciences Male 46% 50% 41%

Female 54% 43% 37%



Making the transition from school to the
workforce can often be difficult. Recent
graduates, who generally have little full-time
employment experience when they graduate,
are particularly susceptible to short-term shifts

in the labour market.
Students can, to a certain
extent, prepare themselves
for the labour market by
selecting a course of studies
likely to result in good

employment prospects; however, even this
strategy provides no guarantees. The follow-
ing section presents evidence on graduate
employment and unemployment, according
to data collected from Statistics Canada’s 1986,
1990, and 1995 National Graduate Surveys
(NGS) and the Canadian Undergraduate
Survey Consortium (CUSC)’s Graduating
Students Survey 2000. 

GRADUATE EMPLOYMENT

Since 1980, the percentage of post-secondary
graduates with full-time employment two
years after finishing school has decreased,
regardless of the level of education 
attained. Figure 5.IV.1 shows rates of full-time
employment over time and at different levels
of education. 

In all three survey years, college
graduates had greater success than either
Bachelor’s degree or trade/vocational
graduates in securing full-time employment
within two years of graduation, although 
the rate of employment for this group has
fallen sharply over time from 82% to 76% to
70% for the classes of 1986, 1990, and 1995,
respectively. Trade/vocational graduates have
had the least success in gaining full-time
employment over the last 15 years, but their
rate of full-time employment has been
relatively stable. Within the university sector,
Figure 5.IV.1 shows that higher credentials
lead to greater chances of employment:
students with doctorates outperform Master’s
degree graduates, who in turn outperform
graduates with Bachelor’s degrees. It should
be noted that this figure does not exclude
people who did not seek full-time work. 
This explains the relatively poor showing of
Bachelor’s and Master’s degree students 
in terms of the employment rate two years
after graduation, as many Bachelor’s and
Master’s degree graduates choose to continue
studies after graduation instead of entering the
labour force.
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IV. TRANSITION TO THE LABOUR FORCE
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FIGURE 5.IV.1 — PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS EMPLOYED 
FULL-TIME TWO YEARS AFTER GRADUATION 
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, and 
1995 National Graduate Surveys

Recent graduates, are
particularly susceptible
to short-term shifts in
the labout market.



Labour market outcomes for graduates
differ according to the level of education
obtained. Trade and vocational employment
prospects increased by almost 10% for 1995
graduates compared to their 1986 counter-
parts. Table 5.IV.1 shows the labour market
outcomes for trade/vocational graduates two
years after graduation.

Table 5.IV.2 shows the labour market
outcomes for college graduates two years
after graduation. Overall, there has been little
change in any of the comparative variables, as
employment has remained consistent for all
three survey years.
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TABLE 5.IV.1 — LABOUR MARKET OUTCOMES FOR TRADE/VOCATIONAL GRADUATES 
(TWO YEARS AFTER GRADUATION)

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, and 1995 National Graduate Surveys
Note:   aResults for “pursued further studies” in 1986 are considered unreliable and have been suppressed.

OUTCOME 1986 1990 1995
Working 79% 75% 79%
Working full-time 69% 63% 67%
Working part-time 9% 11% 12%
Unemployed 16% 18% 14%
Not in the labour force (not working, not 5% 6% 7%
looking for work, or not available for work)
Labour force participation rate 95% 93% 93%
Unemployment rate 17% 19% 15%
Pursued further studies N/Aa 27% 24%
Received additional qualification 15% 12% 12%
after graduation

TABLE 5.IV.2 — LABOUR MARKET OUTCOMES FOR COLLEGE GRADUATES (TWO YEARS AFTER GRADUATION)

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, and 1995 National Graduate Surveys
Notes: a Results for “pursued further studies” in 1986 are considered unreliable and have been suppressed.

OUTCOME 1986 1990 1995
Working 89% 86% 85%
Working full-time 82% 75% 70%
Working part-time 8% 10% 14%
Unemployed 7% 9% 9%
Not in the labour force (not working, not 3% 4% 6%
looking for work, or not available for work)
Labour force participation rate 97% 96% 94%
Unemployment rate 8% 9% 9%
Pursued further studies N/Aa 35% 32%
Received additional qualification 12% 9% 12%
after graduation



Table 5.IV.3 shows the changes in labour
market outcomes for university graduates.
Although the percentage of graduates who are
working has remained remarkably constant
over the period of time covered by these data,
there have been changes in the type of work
graduates are likely to have. Specifically, the
number of graduates working part-time 
has increased by 5% and the proportion of
graduates working full-time has decreased by
8%. Changes in other categories are quite
small, although there are more significant
shifts in terms of the proportion of university
graduates who pursued further studies or

received additional qualifications. The number
of university graduates pursuing additional
studies (another Bachelor’s degree, a higher
degree, a college degree, etc.) declined
between 1990 and 1995, but the proportion
receiving additional qualifications increased.
This likely means that, on average, university
graduates who pursue further studies are
doing so for longer periods of time. This in
turn may provide an explanation for the
increase in part-time employment, as not
many students are able to both work full-time
and continue their studies. 
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TABLE 5.IV.3 — LABOUR MARKET OUTCOMES FOR UNIVERSITY GRADUATES 
(TWO YEARS AFTER GRADUATION)

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, and 1995 National Graduate Surveys
Notes: a Results for “pursued further studies” in 1986 are considered unreliable and have been suppressed.

OUTCOME 1986 1990 1995
Working 84% 82% 83%
Working full-time 75% 73% 67%
Working part-time 9% 9% 14%
Unemployed 5% 9% 8%
Not in the labour force (not working, not 13% 7% 9%
looking for work, or not available for work)
Labour force participation rate 87% 92% 91%
Unemployment rate 5% 10% 9%
Pursued further studies N/Aa 46% 43%
Received additional qualification 18% 14% 18%
after graduation

TABLE 5.IV.4 — PROPORTION OF COLLEGE GRADUATES WORKING FULL-TIME BY FIELD OF STUDY 
(TWO YEARS AFTER GRADUATION)

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, and 1995 National Graduate Surveys

FIELD OF STUDY 1986 1990 1995
Arts 78% 67% 67%
Business and commerce 83% 79% 72%
Engineering and applied science 86% 80% 81%
Health science and related 79% 75% 59%
Natural sciences and primary industries 81% 82% 79%
Social sciences and services 78% 75% 67%
Total 82% 76% 70%



Employment by Field Of Study

Certain fields of study tend to produce higher
levels of full-time employment and enable
graduates to find full-time employment more
quickly than others. Over the past 15 years,
college and university graduates in both
engineering and commerce have remained
remarkably constant in their achievement of
full-time employment, with the rates for
graduates for these programs diminishing
only slightly, whereas the overall average
decreased by 8% between 1986 and 1995.
Tables 5.IV.4 and .5 outline the changes in
employment rates by field of study for college
and university graduates in the past three
NGSs. Many fields have experienced a
decrease of about 10% over this time period.
The graduates who were least successful in
finding full-time work within two years of
graduation were those with degrees in fine
and applied arts (only 49% of the class of 1995
were employed full-time two years later).

Employment by Province

Figure 5.IV.2, 5.IV.3, and 5.IV.4 shows gradu-
ate employment rates for 1986, 1990, and
1995 NGS survey respondents by level of
education and jurisdiction two years after their
respective graduations.1 In almost every 
jurisdiction, and for all levels of education, the
rate of full-time employment fell between
1986 and 1995.
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1. The NGS measures jurisdictional statistics according to the province in which a student graduated, rather than
his or her province of origin. 

TABLE 5.IV.5 — PROPORTION OF UNIVERSITY GRADUATES WORKING OR STUDYING FULL-TIME BY FIELD OF STUDY 
(TWO YEARS AFTER GRADUATION)

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, and 1995 National
Graduate Surveys

1986 1990 1995
WORKING STUDYING WORKING STUDYING WORKING STUDYING 

FIELD OF STUDY FULL-TIME FULL-TIME FULL-TIME FULL-TIME FULL-TIME FULL-TME

Agriculture and biological sciences 59% 39% 64% 31% 56% 30%
Commerce, management, 88% 9% 85% 6% 85% 7%
and administration
Education 78% 9% 77% 5% 68% 7%
Engineering and applied science 82% 20% 81% 12% 81% 13%
Fine and applied arts 59% 21% 54% 17% 49% 12%
General arts and science 68% 28% 67% 22% 58% 15%
Health professions 77% 20% 83% 10% 72% 14%
Humanities 65% 29% 62% 21% 56% 16%
Mathematics and physical sciences 78% 21% 73% 27% 70% 18%
Social sciences 70% 28% 69% — 61% 16%
Total 75% 21% 73% 15% 67% 13%
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FIGURE 5.IV.2 — PROPORTION OF 1986, 1990, AND 1995 GRADUATES
WORKING FULL-TIME BY LEVEL OF EDUCATION IN ATLANTIC CANADA
(TWO YEARS AFTER GRADUATION)

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, and 
1995 National Graduate Surveys



For university graduates, the provinces
with the largest decrease in full-time employ-
ment two years after graduation were Ontario
and Newfoundland, which not coincidentally
were two of the provinces most affected 
by the recession of the early 1990s. Alberta
and Saskatchewan university graduates,
conversely, performed the best. Similar
patterns are evident with college graduates,
although the deterioration of college students’
income prospects between 1990 and 1995
tended to be greater (especially in British
Columbia, Ontario, Nova Scotia, and Prince
Edward Island). Data on trade and vocational
school graduates reveal a somewhat different
pattern: for this group, the rate of full-time
employment rose and fell across the three
reference years with no discernible nation-
wide trend. The changes in this category are
subtler than they are for university and college
graduates, which likely reflects a much greater
sensitivity to local, rather than national, labour
market trends.
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FIGURE 5.IV.4 — PROPORTION OF 1986, 1990, AND 1995 
GRADUATES WORKING FULL-TIME BY LEVEL 
OF EDUCATION IN WESTERN CANADA 
(TWO YEARS AFTER GRADUATION)

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, and 
1995 National Graduate Surveys
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GRADUATE UNEMPLOYMENT

According to data from Statistics Canada’s
Labour Force Survey, the more post-secondary
education a person possesses, the less likely
he or she is to be unemployed. Figure 5.IV.5
shows the annual unemployment rate for
Canadians aged 25 to 29 from 1990 to 2000.

The annual unemployment rate for
Canadians aged 25 to 29 throughout the 1990s
was consistently lower for individuals who
had completed a post-secondary education
than it was for individuals with only a 
high school diploma or an incomplete post-
secondary education. Bachelor’s degree
graduates are consistently only half as likely
as high school graduates to be unemployed.
College graduates are somewhat more likely
to be unemployed than university graduates,
but still enjoy a substantial advantage over
high school graduates.
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FIGURE 5.IV.6 — UNEMPLOYED GRADUATES IN ATLANTIC 
CANADA BY LEVEL OF EDUCATION 
(TWO YEARS AFTER GRADUATION)

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, and 
1995 National Graduate Surveys
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FIGURE 5.IV.7 — UNEMPLOYED GRADUATES IN CENTRAL 
CANADA BY LEVEL OF EDUCATION 
(TWO YEARS AFTER GRADUATION)

Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, and 
1995 National Graduate Surveys
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Source: Statistics Canada’s 1986, 1990, and 
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Another way of looking at data on
unemployment is to look at data from the
National Graduate Survey. The advantage of
using the NGS over the Labour Force Survey is
that it provides data on graduates from the
trade/vocational sector, whereas the Labour
Force Survey simply groups trade/vocational
and college graduates together. The disadvan-
tage of using the NGS is that it focuses on the
first two years after graduation, and thus 
tends to highlight short-term problems in
transitions to the labour market rather than
the long-term benefits of education. Labour
Force Survey data for the 25- to 29-year-old
age bracket tend to look at graduates who are
further into their careers, and unemployment
rates thus tend to be lower.

The NGS data on unemployed graduates
by level of education show that, in most cases,
college and university graduates are consis-
tently less likely to be unemployed 
two years after graduation than trade and
vocational graduates, although trade and
vocational unemployment decreased by
almost 5% between the 1990 and 1995 surveys.
Trade and vocational unemployment rates are
also much more volatile than unemployment
rates for other levels of education. Figures
5.IV.4, .5., and .6 show the unemployment
rates for post-secondary graduates in Atlantic,
central, and western Canada.

The majority of students graduating from
Canadian universities are optimistic about
their employment prospects. This is likely a
result of the economic expansion that has
occurred since the late 1990s. According to
the CUSC’s Graduating Students Survey 2000,
almost 70% of graduates thought there would
be “some” or “many” jobs in their field of
study. Figure 5.IV.9 shows respondents’
perceptions of the job market in Canada.
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Notes: a The totals may add up to less than 100% 
due to rounding-off of percentages.



As expected, when job prospects are
examined by discipline, students from engi-
neering and professional programs (dentistry,
medicine, etc.) are most positive about their
job prospects: over half of these individuals
believed that there were “many” jobs in their
fields. Business or education students are the
next most likely group to see a positive labour
market awaiting them upon graduation.
Students in the fields of arts and science
(humanities and social sciences) are some-

what more pessimistic about the labour
market for their area of study. This is likely the
result of a couple of factors: students in the
other programs are often invited to job fairs
and recruitment drives that simply do not exist
for arts and science students, and an arts
student’s area of study does not always
“connect” to the labour market as directly as a
medical or dentistry student’s does. Figure
5.IV.10 shows anticipated job prospects by
discipline for university students.
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Graduate earnings vary considerably
depending on where and what an individual
chooses to study. On average, university
graduates earn considerably more than either

college graduates or trade
and vocational graduates,
according to evidence from
Statistics Canada’s com-
prehensive 1986, 1990, and
1995 National Graduate
Surveys (NGS). The NGSs

also show that the class of 1995 fared worse
on the job market than the classes of 1986 and
1990. Curiously, the class of graduates with
the highest aggregate earnings was the class
of 1990, which made its transition to the 
labour market during the worst recession in
half a century. Some caution is advised in
extrapolating from these results, however, as
the 1995 NGS introduced a new definition of
“income,” which, strictly speaking, makes it
incompatible with earlier studies. Figure 5.V.1
shows the median graduate earnings two
years after graduation for the graduating
classes of 1986, 1990, and 1995. 

A disaggregation of graduates’ income by
gender shows that average female earnings
are lower than average male earnings for all

levels of education. Much of this is explained
by differences in rates of full-time employ-
ment and differences in fields of study.

When disaggregated by field of study, no
clear pattern emerges. Depending on the
discipline, peaks and troughs occur in different
survey years. Within the trade/vocational
sector, for instance, the class of 1990 generally
seems to have had higher incomes than both
its 1986 and 1995 counterparts, except for
students in the natural sciences, for whom
1990 was the worst of the three years. In 
the college sector, 1995 was not a very good 
year for graduate earnings (particularly for
health sector graduates, who experienced a 
15% decrease in median earnings compared
to earlier graduating classes), but was not
quite so bad for students in the humanities. In
the university sector, the 1995 class, on
aggregate, fared worst amongst the three
classes, but for students in the fields of health,
engineering, math, and the physical sciences,
1995 was a banner year. Figures 5.V.2, .3., and
.4 break down NGS data regarding earnings
by type of institution and by field of study.

No NGS data are available for students
graduating after 1995, and no single national
survey brings together data of this nature 
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V. GRADUATE EARNINGS

Graduate earnings 
vary considerably
depending on where
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on a regular basis. Individual educational
institutions do, however, survey their
graduates regarding earnings and employ-
ment. Lang Research, at the request of the
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation,
employed meta-analysis techniques on a
number of these institutional surveys in 
order to aggregate their results, thereby 
providing some potentially useful information
on regional and national labour market
conditions for recent graduates.

The meta-analysis shows that the average
starting salary for Canadian university
graduates in 2001 dollars was $30,400. This
figure is lower than the salary figure obtained
from the NGS. The difference can in large part
be explained by the different reporting
periods, since many of the surveys conducted
by institutions are conducted less than two
years after graduation. 

At the start of the new decade, there
appear to be very significant regional
differences in the average starting salaries of
university graduates. The meta-analysis shows
that graduates of western Canadian
universities earn the highest average starting
salaries ($37,000), followed by graduates of
universities located in Ontario and Quebec
($29,500). Graduates of universities in Atlantic
Canada have an average starting salary of

$25,000 — this amount is almost $5,000 less
than the national average and $12,000 less
than the average starting salary of graduates in
western Canada. It should be borne in mind,
however, that at least part of these differences
between regions may result from differences
in survey methodology between institutions.
Figure 5.V.5 shows the regional differences in
starting salaries of university graduates.

The average starting salary for college
graduates is slightly lower than that of
university graduates. The Lang Research data
show that the average salary of community
college graduates between six months and
one year after graduation is $27,300. Due 
to the timing of the surveys conducted by
community colleges (almost all of them are
conducted within twelve months of gradua-
tion), the income figures reported would
generally be considered starting salaries.

There appears to be little regional
variation in the starting salaries of college
graduates in Atlantic Canada ($28,600), Ontario
($28,800), and western Canada ($28,800).
Graduates of cegeps in Quebec, on the other
hand, have significantly lower starting salaries
($25,100). This is likely a result of the different
structure of the Quebec education system; 
not all cegep programs are meant to 
offer terminal degrees (some are intermediate
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degrees designed to funnel students into
universities), and graduates are younger, on
the whole, than college graduates in the rest
of the country. Figure 5.V.6 shows the
regional differences for starting salaries of
college graduates.

What students in various disciplines
believe they will earn in future is almost as
important a consideration as what they
actually earn. The Canadian Undergraduate
Survey Consortium’s Graduating Students
Survey 2000 found that, on average, students
expect to make about $30,000 annually 
upon graduation. This number suggests that
university students have fairly realistic
expectations of the labour market before they
enter it. Figure 5.V.7 shows the annual anti-
cipated earnings for students after graduation.

LONG-TERM GRADUATE EARNINGS

Graduate earnings over the long term are
difficult to examine because there are no
longitudinal surveys in Canada that follow
post-secondary graduates for more than five
years. Some new data on this question have
recently become available through the work
of Statistics Canada’s Andrew Heisz, who
examined the long-term income prospects of
British Columbia university graduates in a
recent paper entitled “Income Prospects of
British Columbia University Graduates.” Using
taxfile data from 1982 to 1997, Heisz examined
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market incomes for graduates from 1974 to
1996. The study found that median incomes
from different fields of study tend to converge
as graduates age. Thus, graduates from fields
of study that have lower median income
levels in the years immediately following
graduation (e.g., social science graduates)
over time tend to narrow the income gap
relative to graduates of higher-income
disciplines (e.g., education and physical
education). Incomes increase over time for
both groups, but they increase at a faster rate
for graduates who start at a lower level.

There are also some notable differences
in incomes by gender. Men tend to both start
at a higher level and benefit from faster
growth in all income brackets. There is also a
higher degree of income convergence for
female graduates: among female graduates,
there is very little variation in income by field
of study after 20 years in the workforce.
Among male graduates, income gaps narrow
but do not converge as much as they do for
females. Figures 5.V.8 and .9 show the
predicted male and female income trends
over a 20-year period.
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At the heart of the debate on tuition policy in
Canada is a fundamental question: to what
extent does the benefit of a post-secondary
education accrue to the individual who
receives it and to what extent does it benefit
society as a whole? Earlier sections of this
chapter have examined the financial returns
to the individual; this section looks at the
benefits to society. Some of these benefits are
intangible and unmeasurable but real
nonetheless: for example, the benefits to civic
life from having an educated citizenry and a
generally more innovative and productive
society. However, this section will limit itself
simply to purely financial considerations by
examining tax revenues and government
transfers to individuals by level of education.

Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and
Income Dynamics regularly surveyed the
income and labour force status of members of
15,000 families over a period of five years. 

On the basis of these data, it is possible to
calculate taxation and dependency statistics
by level of education.

The evidence suggests that investment in
post-secondary education pays off not just in
terms of a more educated population but also
in the form of increased tax
revenues for government
treasuries. These revenues
allow governments to fund
social programs such as
healthcare and education.
Post-secondary graduates
have higher incomes than
non-graduates and non-attendees and thus
pay higher tax rates and require fewer
government subsidies. Figure 5.VI.1 shows
the tax revenues generated by educational
attainment. 

The impact of post-secondary graduates
on the nation’s fiscal policy is further

C H A P T E R  5  —  G R A D U AT E  O U T C O M E S 203

The Canadian welfare
state would be unable
to function without 
the net tax revenues 
of post-secondary 
graduates.

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

95–96 96–97 97–98 98–99 99–00

Year

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 o
f 

in
co

m
e 

ta
x

 p
ai

d

Don't know

University graduate

College and TVOC
Graduates

Some postsecondary
but no graduation

High School Graduate

Less than high school

FIGURE 5.VI.1 — TAX REVENUES BY LEVEL OF EDUCATION

Source: Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics

VI. RETURN ON PUBLIC INVESTMENT



emphasized when the relationship between
employed population, income tax, and
government transfers is examined. In 1999,
university graduates made up just over 15% of
the population but paid nearly 35% of the
nation’s income tax and received just 8% of
government transfers. On the other hand,
people with less than a high school education
made up close to 25% of the population but
paid just over 10% of income tax and received
over 40% of government transfers. Figure
5.VI.2 shows the break-down of population,

income tax paid, and government transfers by
level of education.

Overall, post-secondary graduates, who
make up approximately 40% of the working-
age population in Canada, pay nearly 60% 
of the nation’s personal income taxes, while
receiving less than a third of government
transfers. It is not an exaggeration to say that
the Canadian welfare state as presently
constituted would be unable to function
without the net tax revenues of post-
secondary graduates.
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