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Chapter 1

I. Introduction
Access to post-secondary education matters.
This chapter presents data that underpin the
importance of widening access to post-secondary
education in Canada.
It demonstrates that the relationship between employment, earnings and higher education remains
clear: post-secondary graduates are more likely to be
employed, and they earn more than those who did
not continue their studies past high school.
For this reason, they are the strongest contributors
to the tax revenues that sustain the key programs and
services provided by governments.
This information needs to be highlighted in
order to challenge assertions that there is already
too much pressure on young Canadians to pursue
post-secondary education and that access should be
restricted so as not to dilute the market value of a
degree. These assertions notwithstanding, the data
show that while the number of post-secondary
graduates has grown in recent years, the benefits of
a degree in terms of more stable employment
and higher earnings have not diminished.
To take but one initial example, the gap between
the unemployment rates of young Canadians with
higher and lower levels of education has widened

over the past 35 years. The unemployment rates of
young men without a high school education grew by
seven percentage points between 1971 and 2005,
compared with an increase of less than one point for
those with a university degree. The unemployment
rate for young women without a high school diploma
grew three times as much over the same period
as that of young university-educated women (see
Figure 1.I.1). As we will see below, a similar trend is
evident in the case of earnings.
The benefits of a post-secondary education in
terms of the labour market outcomes of individuals are only one reason why access matters. In the
previous edition of The Price of Knowledge (Berger,
Motte and Parkin, 2007) we featured another reason,
arguing that Canada’s changing demography means
that the number of young adults within the population as a whole will soon begin to decline.
Consequently, if participation in post-secondary
education is not widened, the number of college
and university graduates in Canada will decline too.
Finishing the next decade with fewer post-secondary
graduates is not an encouraging prospect for a
country as dependent on human capital as Canada.

Figure 1.I.1 — Growth in Unemployment Rates of 25- to 34-Year-Olds, by Education, 1971–2005 (in Percentage Points)
8%
7%
6%

Less than high school
High school / trades
certificate or diploma
Some post-secondary
University degree

7.0%
5.8%

5%
4%
3%
2%
1%

3.1%
2.2%

1.8%

1.8%

1.9%

0.8%

0%
Men

Women

Source: Morissette and Hou, 2006.

Figure 1.II.1 — Median 2005 Earnings for Full-Year, Full-Time Earners Age 25–64, by Education and by Region
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Not everyone welcomed our argument: some
preferred to talk about the “myth” of declining enrolment (Charbonneau, 2007; cf. Berger, 2008a). Yet the
most recent figures1 confirm that full-time university
enrolment is already declining in four provinces and
is growing noticeably in only two. At the college level,
enrolment growth levelled off in the early years of this
decade before experiencing its first decline in over
10 years between 2004 and 2005. If anything, then, our
demographic argument is more pertinent than ever.
In this chapter, however, we shift focus somewhat
to examine how widening access to higher education
pays dividends through greater opportunities for
those joining the workforce.
As many before us have emphasized, few if any
investments an individual makes will produce as
much of a return as higher education. The evidence
about the positive returns to post-secondary education is so well-known that it seems unnecessary
to review it again.
Unfortunately, not all commentators with access
to the media are inclined to base their arguments on
evidence. There have been a series of recent suggestions that somehow we have too many students in
Canada, not too few. Some wonder whether a higher
education is really worth what people think it is, given
that it has become so commonplace. Sociologists
James Côté and Anton Allahar, for example, speak of
an “oversupply of higher degrees” that has resulted in
“lost market value” for credentials (Côté and Allahar,
2007, 177). Others lament the fact that many students,
at least at the university level, are woefully underprepared or unmotivated and so really shouldn’t be
there at all. Taken together, these reflections lead
some to wonder whether we are doing young people
a disservice by suggesting that a post-secondary education is more important to their future than ever
before. As The Globe and Mail’s Margaret Wente puts
it, “Everybody knows that these days, you are doomed
unless you go to university. Otherwise, you won’t cut
it in the knowledge economy… But maybe the real
problem is something else entirely. Maybe it’s not that

1.

These figures are presented in Chapter 2.

too few kids go to university, but too many” (Wente,
2008, A23).
To counter this recurring myth—that postsecondary education is overvalued—we provide an
update on the data on the benefits of a college diploma
or university degree, showing that the earnings of
post-secondary graduates increased above the rate of
inflation between 2000 and 2007. We demonstrate
that the earnings premium, which captures the
relative difference between individuals with higher
and lower levels of education, has continued to
increase since 1980. This has occurred during a
time of significant growth in the population of postsecondary graduates in Canada. The value of a
post-secondary credential has increased at a faster
pace than the share of the population completing
some form of higher education; in other words,
degrees have grown more valuable even as they have
become less scarce. Finally, we demonstrate that the
benefits of post-secondary education accrue both to
the individual and to Canadian society at large.
None of this means any concern about falling
standards within universities and colleges in the age
of “mass” post-secondary education is misplaced.
The remedy for what may ail the ivory tower, however,
should not be to once again restrict access to the elite,
as some have suggested (Malick, 2009; Dehaas, 2009).
If we want to ensure that standards are maintained
(or, better, raised), then we should be thinking about
how access to higher education in Canada can be
combined with excellence within the sector. This
will require changes in how faculty and staff at
post-secondary institutions relate to both current
and prospective students.
In the end, our argument is this: it is not the
widening of access itself that threatens the quality of
post-secondary education, but rather the questionable thinking that leads some to believe that our
society must choose between these two goals—
that we can pursue either access or excellence but
not both.
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II. The Earnings Premium
The latest census data illustrate the link between
post-secondary education and more stable employment. Canadian workers without a high school
diploma are two and a half times more likely to be
unemployed than are those with a bachelor’s degree
(see Table 1.II.1). In the case of Aboriginal Peoples,
the ratio rises to three and a half times. Moreover
those with lower levels of education are more
likely to be among the chronically unemployed
(Brooks, 2005). The 2006 census also confirmed that
“higher education is a gateway to higher earnings”
(Statistics Canada, 2008a, 17).
In terms of earnings, the benefits of higher education are often expressed in two ways. The first
calculates the earnings premium, or the difference
in median earnings among groups of individuals
with different levels of education. The university
earnings premium, for example, is often expressed
as the average difference in earnings between university and high school graduates. The second
calculates a rate of return on an investment. This
takes into account the costs of post-secondary education and is expressed as the earnings premium
divided by the actual and opportunity costs of postsecondary education (including, for example, tuition,
fees, books and forgone income while in school).
First, we will consider the earnings premium.
According to the 2006 census, while the median
annual earnings of a high school dropout are 15 percent lower than those of a high school graduate,
those with a college diploma earn almost 15 percent
more and those with a bachelor’s degree earn almost
50 percent more. In 2005, a bachelor’s degree holder
earned $18,000 more per year than a high school
graduate; a university graduate with a post-bachelor’s
degree earned $29,000 more than a high school gradu
ate. As Figure 1.II.1 demonstrates, median earnings
increase with education in all parts of the country.

Even recent demand for low-skill jobs in Western
Canada underlines the benefits of higher education.
According to Chung (2006), young men with relatively low levels of education experienced an increase
in earnings during the beginning of this decade,
owing to the strong resource-based economy in
Western Canada. That said, their earnings were
lower than those of young men with low levels of
education in 1980, and the earnings gap between
them and more highly educated men remains.
The premium associated with a post-secondary education thus reflects both its own value in the labour
market and the declining value of a high school
diploma (even once the effects of regional resource
booms are taken into account).

Table 1.II.1 — Unemployment Rate (2006) by
Educational Attainment
Total

Male

Female

Aboriginal

No high school
certificate

11.1

10.8

11.5

22.5

High school
certificate
of equivalent

7.3

7.2

7.3

12.8

Apprenticeship or
trades certificate
or diploma

6.2

6.1

6.3

13.9

College / CEGEP
certificate or
diploma

5.0

4.9

5.0

9.9

University certificate
or diploma at
bachelor’s level
or above

4.5

4.1

5.0

6.4

Source: Statistics Canada, 2006 census.
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Figure 1.II.1 — Median 2005 Earnings for Full-Year, Full-Time Earners Age 25–64, by Education and by Region
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Figure 1.II.2 — Earnings Premium Relative to a High School Graduate over 40 Years, by Region
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Figure 1.II.3 — Median Earnings among Post-Secondary Graduates in Canada, by Level of Study and Year
of Graduation, 1995–2005 in Real 2007 Dollars
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Table 1.II.2 — Earnings Premium Relative to a High School Graduate over 40 Years, by Province

Location

Less Than
High School

Trades or
Apprenticeship

College

University
Below Bachelor

Bachelor’s
Degree

University
Post-Bachelor

Canada

-$214,960

$103,720

$221,360

$394,000

$745,800

$1,165,280

Newfoundland
and Labrador

-$191,600

$243,520

$339,480

$866,520

$997,560

$1,527,640

Prince Edward
Island

-$91,640

$171,320

$233,120

$580,000

$748,520

$1,157,440

Nova Scotia

-$147,600

$164,040

$197,360

$509,040

$765,600

$1,289,960

New Brunswick

-$128,080

$155,600

$196,160

$567,320

$884,480

$1,272,640

Quebec

-$215,080

$4,760

$247,760

$504,880

$753,400

$1,189,600

Ontario

-$181,800

$204,880

$220,640

$343,600

$769,720

$1,188,480

Manitoba

-$155,400

$127,680

$215,040

$454,200

$728,480

$1,210,080

Saskatchewan

-$175,680

$166,640

$244,240

$503,800

$898,840

$1,309,840

Alberta

-$150,160

$452,520

$274,720

$522,280

$891,960

$1,376,440

British Columbia

-$197,800

$230,760

$169,760

$226,080

$536,760

$956,760

Yukon Territory

-$145,480

$190,480

$197,360

$235,840

$791,000

$980,080

Northwest
Territories

-$392,200

$395,120

$313,840

$342,400

$840,120

$1,372,360

Nunavut

-$891,040

-$4,000

$192,640

*

$998,520

$1,192,520

* Too unreliable to be published.
Source:		Statistics Canada, Income and Earnings Highlight Tables, 2006 census. Authors’ calculations.

Provincial Variations
As Table 1.II.2 demonstrates, the earnings premium
associated with post-secondary education varies
considerably from province to province. The premium for a bachelor’s degree is highest in
Newfoundland and Labrador, where an individual
who completes a first degree is likely to earn just
under $1 million more than a high school graduate. At nearly $900,000, the college diploma
premium is also highest in Newfoundland and
Labrador. The lowest post-secondary premiums
are reported in British Columbia, where a college
graduate can expect to earn about $225,000 more
than a high school graduate and a bachelor’s
degree holder might earn a premium of about half
a million dollars over the course of a professional
lifetime. These variations, however, may reveal
more about the earnings of high school graduates
than post-secondary graduates. Because a high

school graduate’s wages in Atlantic Canada are
lower than in the rest of the country, the postsecondary premium (which simply measures
the earnings of a college or university graduate
compared to a high school graduate) may appear
to be larger. Similarly, because high school graduates in Western Canada are relatively better
paid, the post-secondary premium may appear
somewhat more moderate. The fact that the
average high school graduate in B.C. earns more
than a typical college graduate in the Maritimes is
more an indication of the different economies in
these two parts of the country than it is of the value
of higher education. More to the point: even in
Canadian provinces where high school graduates
do reasonably well in the labour market, postsecondary graduates do considerably better.
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The class of 2005 was also doing better earlier in their
The most recent findings from the National
working lives than were those who graduated in 1995.
Graduates Survey provide additional information
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The Impact of the Economic Downturn
The growth of earnings noted in Figure 1.II.3

and 2005 grew for all workers, they grew faster for

It remains to be seen how earnings of college and
university graduates will be affected by current
$1,200,000
economic circumstances. There is good reason,
$1,000,000
however, to expect that even if earnings of graduates
$800,000
$394,000
are
adversely affected by the current downturn,
$600,000
they
will fare better than those without a post$400,000
$221,360
$103,720
secondary
degree. As noted above, for instance, a
$200,000
review$0
of long-term trends in unemployment shows
Trades or
College
that while unemployment
rates betweenUniversity
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and Hou, 2006). More recently, while overall
$1,165,280
employment in Canada between West
October 2008
Ontario
and April 2009 declined by 1.9 percent, the decline
Quebec
$745,800
was especially
sharp in industries that
traditionally
East
Canadian Average
employ workers with lower levels of education,
such as construction (decline of 8.5 percent),
manufacturing (6.5 percent) and natural resources
(5.9 percent) (Statistics Canada, 2009b).
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Figure 1.II.3 — Median Earnings among Post-Secondary Graduates in Canada, by Level of Study and Year
of Graduation, 1995–2005 in Real 2007 Dollars
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Source: Statistics Canada, National Graduates Survey.

Figure 1.II.4 — Relative Change in College and University Attainment and in the Earnings Premium of College and
University Graduates in Canada, 1980–2000
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of Graduation, 1995–2005 in Real 2007 Dollars
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Figure 1.II.4 — Relative Change in College and University Attainment and in the Earnings Premium of College and
University Graduates in Canada, 1980–2000
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Source: Census data from Boothby and Drewes, 2006; authors’ calculations.

Figure 1.II.5a — Relative Change in University Attainment among Males and in the Earnings Premium of Male
University Graduates in Canada, 1980–2000
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University Graduates in Canada, 1980–2000
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Figure 1.II.5b — Relative Change in University Attainment among Females and in the Earnings Premium of Female
University
Graduates
in Canada,
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Figure 1.II.6a — Relative Change in College Attainment among Males and in the Earnings Premium of Male College
Graduates
in Canada,
1980–2000
Figure 1.II.6a
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Change in College Attainment among Males and in the Earnings Premium of Male College
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Figure 1.II.6a — Relative Change in College Attainment among Males and in the Earnings Premium of Male College
Graduates in Canada, 1980–2000
Figure 1.II.6a — Relative Change in College Attainment among Males and in the Earnings Premium of Male College
Graduates
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Figure 1.II.6b — Relative Change in College Attainment among Females and in the Earnings Premium of Female
College Graduates in Canada, 1980–2000
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Figure 1.II.7 — Median Income among Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal Individuals in 2005,
by Level of Education
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Figure 1.II.6b — Relative Change in College Attainment among Females and in the Earnings Premium of Female
College Graduates in
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III. Rates of Return
Higher education has not only become increasingly
central to individual and societal wealth and quality
of life, it has also become more expensive. Since the
1990s, there has been a significant increase in tuition
and the additional costs almost all students face,
including ancillary fees, accommodation, books and
equipment, food and transit.4 An understanding of
the benefits of a post-secondary degree must take
both these trends into account. The rate of return
allows for the assessment of the value of education as
if it were an investment. It represents the net worth
of education once costs are considered, including
upfront costs like tuition and books as well as costs
such as forgone income. The rate of return acts as
a de facto interest rate that is equivalent to the proportion of the total cost returned to the individual as
a benefit, in the form of earnings. Expressed as a percentage, the rate of return allows for the comparison
of investments in education to financial products.
Canadian researchers have confirmed that the
returns to post-secondary education have risen over
the past decades:
• According to Emery’s survey of the literature in
Canada (2005), rates of return increased steadily
from the 1960s to the early 1990s, where they
peaked at 16 percent (women) and 12 percent
(men) before dropping off only slightly.
• Belzil and Hansen (2006) examined rates of return
using census data, finding an increase during the
1990s, from 9 percent in 1991 to 11 percent in 2001,
although they tend to vary by discipline, gender
and region. Notably, the authors demonstrated
that the rate of return to post-secondary education increased significantly despite the large
tuition increases of the 1990s.

4.

These figures will be presented in Chapter 4.

• Similarly, Jorgen Hansen (2007), using census
data from 1991, 1996 and 2001, finds that the rate
of return increased during the 1990s for most
fields of study. Hansen reports increases in the
rates of return for females in the humanities, social
sciences, business and commerce, agricultural/
biological/nutritional/food sciences, health and
mathematics/computer/physical sciences. He
found no change in educational/recreational/
counselling services and engineering and a small
decline in the fine and applied arts. Rates of return
for males increased in every field except educational/
recreational/counselling services (which did not
change) and fine and applied arts (which declined).
• Demers (2008) uses 2006 census data to examine
the returns to education in Quebec. He finds that
the amount of taxes paid increases with educational attainment in the province. Additionally,
he identifies a rate of return to individuals who
receive a bachelor’s degree of 10.6 percent, as well
as a public rate of return of 8.5 percent. Demers
also describes how unemployment levels decrease
with educational attainment.
While much of the literature is focused on the benefits of a university education, there is some evidence
that similar trends occur at the college level. As
mentioned above, Boothby and Drewes (2006) report
that the college earnings premium increased
between 1980 and 2000. Ferrer and Riddell (2002)
also identify a small earnings premium to nonuniversity post-secondary education (compared to
those with a high school education). While college
graduates enjoy a more modest earnings premium
than university graduates, they still benefit from
a substantial rate of return for two reasons. First,
college is typically cheaper than university in
Canada. Also, college programs tend to be shorter,

90
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Figure 1.II.6b — Relative Change in College Attainment among Females and in the Earnings Premium of Female
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education are not as robust as the literature claims.
In fact, as the Statistics Canada report explains, few
Canadians with a post-secondary education who fully
participate in the labour market find themselves with
relatively low wages. Among university graduates with
very low earnings, 43 percent reported doing something
other than working as their main activity for the year
in question; 24 per cent reported being self-employed
(and therefore had an incentive to report low earnings
in the tax files that form the basis for the SLID data)
and five percent reported both. On the college side,
one-third reported something other than working as
their main activity; 27 percent were self-employed;
and five percent reported both. Leaving aside those who
were self-employed or were not working as their major
activity in 2006, only five percent of Canada’s universityeducated population and eight percent of its college-

educated population earned less than half the median.
The Statistics Canada report explains how this phenomenon is more common among women and among
those who studied arts and communications technologies or parks, recreation and fitness. Furthermore,
post-secondary-educated individuals in Newfoundland
and Labrador, Prince Edward Island and New Brunswick were more likely than those in other provinces
to earn less than half the national median.
In short, though a small minority of Canadians
who have completed university or college studies
earn relatively low wages, their situation is more
easily explained by the nature of their participation
in the labour market and by the regional variations
in the Canadian economy than by the outcomes of
their post-secondary studies. For the vast majority
of Canadians, higher education pays.

Myth: More Access Erodes Quality
Not everyone agrees that both the number and the
value of post-secondary degrees can grow at the
same time. Most famously in recent years, James
Côté and Anton Allahar (2007) have argued that we
have pushed too many unmotivated and unprepared
young people to continue their studies and that,
in response, universities have had to adapt by
lowering their standards. The result is not simply
more degrees but more degrees than necessary
and so ultimately degrees whose real value is
questionable. As they explain, “over-educated taxi
drivers are commonplace... [T]he production of university degrees has outstripped the need for them
in the workplace...[W]e have produced more than
the demand required, and these credentials are now
worth less” (Côté and Allahar, 2007, 152–53).
There are a number of problems with this argument, not least of which is the fact that the decline
in standards that they lament has taken place at a
time when the proportion and the socio-economic
mix of the youth population enrolling in university
have both remained essentially unchanged (these
data will be presented in Chapter 2). While Côté
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and Allahar worry about the “bulk of the population” being pushed toward university, the
university degree attainment rate among 25- to
34-year-olds in Canada is 23 percent. Quality may
be eroding at some Canadian universities, but it is
not because they have suddenly become openaccess institutions.
The real problem with Côté and Allahar’s
approach, however, is their policy prescription:
having concluded that too many unqualified
students are attending university, their solution is
to lower young people’s aspirations (Côté and
Allahar, 2007, 181). If more students could be
streamed away from the country’s universities
and directly into the labour market or trades
training, then universities could expect more from
the remaining students and the real value of the
resulting degrees could rise again. In other words,
their solution is to ration the opportunity to
benefit from higher education to those who finish
high school at or near the top of their class.
This is based on both a limited appreciation of
human potential and a restricted appreciation of
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Myth: More Access Erodes Quality (continued)
what post-secondary educators should be striving
to accomplish. To illustrate, consider first the
contrasting vision of how we should approach
the question put forward by Ben Levin in his
recent report to the Government of Manitoba.
Levin argues:
“One of the real barriers to improvement
is the perceived limits to people’s ability.
There remains a widely stated view that
too many students may already be taking
part in post-secondary education. We hear
frequent statements from various places,
including in the mass media, that too many
students are not capable, that they do not
have the necessary skills, and that standards
are therefore falling. Many people believe
that postsecondary education should remain a somewhat elite activity.
		 The Commission unconditionally rejects
that proposition because there is such
compelling evidence that it is a wrong
view, contradicted by everything we know.
The stance in this report is that research
and experience both tell us that people are
capable of more than we think; that whenever we stretch our sense of what people
can do, many will rise to the new level...
		 In short, history tells us that we have underestimated how many people can reach
high levels of education” (Levin, 2009, 4).
The second weakness is that the authors assume
that the only response that post-secondary institutions and teaching faculty can have in the face
of the challenge posed by students who, perhaps

for reasons relating to their family background,
are initially less prepared for the rigours of the university curriculum is to throw up their hands in
despair and lower their standards. This, of course,
is far from the case. Many post-secondary institutions in Canada, the United States, Europe and
beyond are developing programs designed to help
students of different types—including students
who are initially academically weaker—succeed
in their studies. Two such programs in Canada—
the Foundations for Success pilot project at
three Ontario colleges and the LE,NONET pilot
project for Aboriginal students at the University of
Victoria—are currently the subject of research
evaluations (University of Victoria, 2008; Malatest,
2009a, b and c). These are but two examples, but
they are sufficient to show that waxing nostalgic
for an era when students were more engaged is
not the only response available to post-secondary
educators.
Perhaps the idea that widening access necessarily
erodes quality within post-secondary institutions
is not so much a myth as a self-fulfilling prophecy.
If educators assume that no other outcome is
possible, they will not take the steps necessary to
ensure that students from all backgrounds have
the opportunity to succeed in their studies. There
is no reason why access and excellence cannot be
managed as two sides of the same coin so that our
efforts to promote excellence lead us to open up
higher education to students from a wider range
of backgrounds, and our policies to promote
access include measures designed to promote
academic achievement. This is a theme we will
return to in subsequent chapters.
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An International Perspective
International comparisons demonstrate that the
rates of return to higher education are positive
across a variety of countries. Boarini and Strauss
(2007) report that the returns to an additional year
of average post-secondary education in 21 countries
range from four percent to 15 percent.
According to the OECD’s latest report (2008),
the rate of return to post-secondary education in
Canada is slightly below the OECD average. The private rate of return (i.e., the return to the individual)
in 2004 was 9.4 percent for males and 9.1 percent for
females, below the OECD averages of 12.2 percent

and 11.4 percent, respectively. The OECD also
examined public rates of return (i.e., returns to
society), finding that Canada had below-average
results, at 7.9 percent for males and 7.3 percent
for females (the respective OECD averages were
11.1 percent and 9.1 percent).
The fact that the rates of return in Canada are
lower than average do not, however, take away
from the conclusion that post-secondary education remains a worthwhile investment both for
individual Canadians and for the country.

Other Economic Indicators
Not surprisingly, the advantages that post-secondary
graduates have in terms of employment and income
translate into advantages in other areas. For instance:
• While the median wealth of families in Canada
rose between 1984 and 2005, the wealth of families headed by a university graduate rose twice
as much as that of families headed by someone
without a university degree (Morissette and
Zhang, 2006, 9).

• The poverty rate—or percentage of families
with low income—is twice as high for families
headed by someone without a university degree
as it is for those headed by a university graduate
(Morissette and Zhang, 2006, 11).
• The proportion of families in 2005 with no private
savings for retirement is more than twice as
high for families headed by someone who did
not finish high school as it is for those headed by
a university graduate (35 percent compared with
15 percent) (Statistics Canada, 2006a, 23).
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IV. Conclusion
Higher education is a positive-sum game. The
benefits of post-secondary studies that accrue to
individuals who undertake them have been growing
in recent decades. Although a post-secondary
credential is currently less scarce in Canada than
at any time in its history, individual degree- and
diploma-holders are financially better off now relative to non-graduates than they were 25 years ago.
As we mentioned at the outset, this is just one more

reason why access to post-secondary education
matters. Access is one of the most important ways in
which individuals can improve their circumstances
and ensure a high quality of life for themselves, their
families and their communities.
The question that remains to be examined, then,
is how well Canada has been doing in widening
participation in higher education. It is to this
question that we will turn next.
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