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I n recent years Canadian policy-makers and politicians of
all persuasions have stressed the virtues of an accessible,
affordable system of higher education to meet the

demands of an increasingly complex economy and society.
While their commitment may be clear, achieving this goal has
been easier said than done, owing in part to the fact that, until
recently, there was relatively little policy research on the barri-
ers to post-secondary education in Canada. Policy-makers seek-
ing evidence on which to base their decisions had little to go on. 

The gap, however, is being filled. Canadian post-second-
ary policy has in recent years benefited from a slew of inter-
esting and innovative studies on access to higher education.
These include the February 2007 report on the inequality in
university participation prepared by Statistics Canada’s Marc
Frenette, Why Are Youth from Lower-income Families Less Likely
to Attend University? Evidence from Academic Abilities, Parental
Influences, and Financial Constraints, whose conclusion about
the relative unimportance of financial constraints sparked

considerable controversy. This controversy, however, could
not have come at a more opportune time. The federal govern-
ment is presently reviewing its student aid program, a num-
ber of provinces have commissioned reviews of their higher
education sectors, tuition policy is being hotly debated and
the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation, a key
source of bursaries for undergraduate students, is approach-
ing the end of its 10 year mandate. In such a context, new
research findings about access to post-secondary education
are bound to find a particularly receptive audience. 

Unfortunately, too many commentators either rushed
to endorse Frenette’s paper or dismissed it out of hand with-
out taking the time to consider all of his conclusions. More
specifically, a cursory reading of the paper lent itself too eas-
ily to attempts to uphold or deny the importance of partic-
ular types of barriers to post-secondary education, without
considering the connections among them. While it would
be nice if there were a single “killer” variable that explained

MIND THE ACCESS GAP:
BREAKING DOWN BARRIERS
TO POST-SECONDARY
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While many of Canada’s youth are participating in higher education, there remain
significant enrolment gaps based on socio-economic status. The Canada Millennium
Scholarship Foundation’s Joseph Berger and Anne Motte examine recent research
results on barriers to post-secondary participation and observe that, in addition to
financial issues, factors like academic ability, parental influence and poor information
play a role in shaping the educational pathways that young adults follow. They
argue that there is no silver bullet to improve equitable access to post-secondary
education, and that non-participation in post-secondary education is explained by
interacting obstacles. To be successful, educational access policies ought to be
integrated into a life-course perspective. 

Une grande partie des jeunes Canadiens poursuivent des études supérieures, mais il
subsiste certains écarts de fréquentation liés à leur situation socio-économique.
Joseph Berger et Anne Motte, de la Fondation canadienne des bourses d’études du
millénaire, rendent compte des dernières recherches sur les barrières qui réduisent
l’accès à l’éducation postsecondaire et notent qu’au-delà des questions financières,
différents facteurs, comme l’aptitude aux études et l’influence des parents, jouent
également un rôle important dans le parcours éducatif des jeunes adultes. Aucune
panacée ne réglera la situation, soutiennent les auteurs, d’autant qu’elle s’explique
par une série d’obstacles interdépendants. Pour être efficaces, concluent-ils, les
politiques visant à accroître la participation doivent adopter une perspective globale
qui prend en considération tout le cycle de vie.
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what we wanted to know — such as
why youth from low-income families
are so much less likely to enter univer-
sity — policy-making will be better
informed if we take a less hasty and
more realistic approach.

F renette’s paper breaks new ground
in the search to identify the rea-

sons why certain students do or do not
pursue higher education. Earlier
research has described who studies at
the university level, concluding that

students from low-income families or
from families whose parents did not
study at college or university are the
least likely to pursue studies beyond
high school. Frenette undertakes to go
further by quantifying the relative
influence that a variety of factors have
on university enrolment. This leads to
the report’s key finding — the one that
has generated so much discussion —
which is as follows: “Differences in
long-term factors such as standardized
test scores in reading obtained at age
15, school marks reported at age 15,
parental influences and high-school
quality account for 84 percent of the
gap. In contrast, only 12 percent of the
gap is related to financial constraints.”
Put differently, academic factors and
parental support appear to have a
stronger impact than money on
explaining why lower-income students
are less likely than their higher-income
counterparts to go to university. 

It would be wrong to conclude
from this, however, that financial con-
straints don’t matter. First of all, we
need to be precise about Frenette’s
conclusion: he argues that a lack of

funds explains 12 percent of the differ-
ence in university enrolment between
low- and high-income students, all
other things being equal. This is not
the same thing as saying that financial
factors somehow only explain 12 per-
cent of the decision to enrol in the first
place, or that only 12 percent of those
choosing not to go to university do so
for financial reasons. To the contrary,
Frenette finds that regardless of family
income and controlling for other fac-
tors, the presence of financial con-

straints reduces an individual’s
likelihood of enrolling in university by
30 percentage points. Clearly, then,
the importance of financial barriers
cannot be ignored. 

Second, Frenette’s analysis is con-
ducted against the background of the
existing costs of a post-secondary edu-
cation and the availability of student
financial assistance. It would be wrong
to conclude, therefore, that because
financial constraints are less important
than other factors in explaining the
enrolment gap, tuition could be left to
rise or student financial assistance
scaled back without consequence. The
consequence presumably would be
that financial factors would begin to
account for a greater share of the
enrolment gap between income
groups. This would seem to have been
the case in the US, where research has
begun to show that rising tuition and
less financial aid in the past years have
led to greater inequality in post-sec-
ondary participation today.

Finally, while media commenta-
tors were quick to pick up on the idea
that seemingly “non-financial” factors

largely account for the gap between
wealthy and less-well-off youth, fewer
commentators, unfortunately, dis-
cussed another important conclusion
— that reading scores, grades, parental
expectations and high school quality
are all directly or indirectly correlated
with family finances. Money clearly
affects access to post-secondary educa-
tion, but sometimes in ways we might
have ignored in the past.

F renette’s paper, then, is
important because it

clearly shows that factors
such as academic ability
and parental influence play
a large role in shaping the
educational pathways that
young adults eventually fol-
low. It would be a mistake,
however, to use it to justify
an “either/or” approach
that focuses only on these
types of factors and ignores
financial ones, which

remain important. Certainly, more
investment in support of children and
learning at a young age will pay off but
this must be in addition to, rather than
instead of, the support given to stu-
dents as they transition out of high
school and into college or university.

In place of the “either/or”
approach, we prefer one that keeps all
of the barriers students may face in
focus and, moreover, acknowledges
how these barriers interact. We must
turn our attention to what is perhaps
best conceived as a web of barriers —
academic, financial, informational and
motivational in nature — that prevent
many youth from beginning or com-
pleting a post-secondary education. 

W hile a majority of Canadian
youth pursue some degree of

post-secondary studies, the opportuni-
ty to do so is not available equally to
all, as we have discussed. Further,
many youth who “access” the system
by enrolling in higher education ulti-
mately abandon their studies before
graduating. Though we have a clear
sense of who is missing out on post-

Mind the access gap: breaking down barriers to post-secondary education

While media commentators were quick to pick up on the idea
that seemingly “non-financial” factors largely account for the
gap between wealthy and less-well-off youth, fewer
commentators, unfortunately, discussed another important
conclusion — that reading scores, grades, parental
expectations and high school quality are all directly or
indirectly correlated with family finances. Money clearly
affects access to post-secondary education, but sometimes
this is in ways we might have ignored in the past.
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secondary education, we also need a
thorough explanation of why this is
the case. 

Surveys of individuals at different
points in time (during high school, in
preparation for post-secondary educa-
tion and after high school graduation)
have identified three main kinds of
barriers to post-secondary education:
academics, which include both per-
formance, preparation and post-sec-
ondary requirements; finances,
which in a strict sense include
access to the funds needed to
pay for schooling and related
expenditures such as books and
living costs, and in a broader
sense capture concepts such as
debt aversion; and informa-
tional and motivational factors,
which include career planning,
awareness of post-secondary
options and financial support
measures, and an appreciation
of the perceived costs and ben-
efits of higher education. 

G aining admission to a
post-secondary program,

particularly at a university,
requires an individual to
demonstrate a certain degree of
academic ability. Consider the
following:
● In 2003, 85 percent of uni-

versity students entered
with a high school average
of at least 75 percent. 

● A recent survey of youth in
four provinces conducted
two years after they had
been enrolled in grade 12 — typi-
cally around age 20 — found that
more than seven out of ten of
those with high school grades of
70 percent or more had enrolled
in a college, university or appren-
ticeship program. Fewer than half
of those with grades below 70 per-
cent enrolled in higher education
without dropping out.

● A Statistics Canada study on stu-
dents’ literacy proficiency found a
direct correlation between reading
ability at age 15 and enrolment in

higher education at age 19. Future
research will demonstrate whether
teenage reading scores can reliably
predict post-secondary outcomes
(such as graduation, dropping out
or changing programs).
There are strong links between

socio-economic status and academic
ability. Individuals who grow up in
households in wealthy neighbour-
hoods with wealthy schools, where

parental educational attainment is
reflected in the presence of books in
the home or where financial circum-
stances allow for sustained education-
al development outside the classroom,
are more likely to study at the post-
secondary level, especially at universi-
ty. The point here, however, is that
while some of the root of the problem
may lie with socio-economic factors,
an effective policy solution for those
students struggling academically has
to go beyond the provision of finan-
cial support.

Still, money remains a concern
especially since the cost of post-second-
ary education has risen substantially in
recent years. University tuition regular-
ly increases well above the inflation
rate and college programs have become
more expensive. Students routinely
spend hundreds of dollars each year on
books and supplies, and are often at
the mercy of expensive housing mar-
kets. More and more students are work-

ing during the school year and
the summer to make ends meet
and a majority of students grad-
uate with some level of debt.
Paying for post-secondary edu-
cation has become increasingly
complex — in 2003-04, two-
thirds of full-time students
relied on at least three sources
of income (typically a mix of
employment, student aid,
parental assistance and savings)
to pay their bills. 

Among high school gradu-
ates who do not go on to post-
secondary studies, one-third
cite finances as a barrier, the
most frequent response.
Specific financial barriers
include debt aversion, not hav-
ing enough money to attend,
the program’s cost, the cost of
leaving home and the desire to
work right away (respondents
could give multiple answers). 

In terms of the desire to
work rather than study, it
should be noted that a booming
resource-based labour market
has also had an impact on post-

secondary planning, luring potential
students away from higher education
and toward well-paying manual labour.
A study of high school graduates in
Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba and
New Brunswick found that the propor-
tion of youth choosing to work rather
than study immediately after high
school increased from east to west, in
step with the east-west increase in the
youth employment rate. 

S urveys of high school students and
their parents reveal quite a bit about
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Surveys of individuals at different
points in time (during high school,
in preparation for post-secondary
education and after high school
graduation) have identified three

main kinds of barriers to post-
secondary education: academics,
which include both performance,
preparation and post-secondary

requirements; finances, which in a
strict sense include access to the

funds needed to pay for schooling
and related expenditures such as
books and living costs, and in a

broader sense capture concepts such
as debt aversion; and informational

and motivational factors, which
include career planning, awareness

of post-secondary options and
financial support measures, and an
appreciation of the perceived costs
and benefits of higher education. 
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how families approach higher educa-
tion, particularly the funding of it.
● One-third of students in the upper

years of high school who plan to
enrol in post-secondary education
(including one-fifth in their final
year) do not know how much their
tuition will cost. Of those willing
to take a guess, 60 percent said it
would be more than double the
actual provincial average that year.

● Less than one in six high school
seniors who planned to rely on
government financial aid knew at
least a fair amount about how
these programs work.

● Perhaps most tellingly, while 84
percent of parents talked to their
kids about post-secondary educa-

tion, only 38 percent discussed pay-
ing for it and only 13 percent talked
about financial aid programs.
The lack of informed discussion

around post-secondary funding strate-
gies is reflected in the fact that both
high school students and their parents
overestimate the availability of schol-
arships and government financial pro-
grams, leaving open the prospect of
surprises when the education bills
come due.

Unsurprisingly, these trends are
exacerbated in households with the
smallest chances that the child will
complete a higher education. Low-
income families save the least for high-
er education, worry the most about
paying for it and yet rarely talk about

financing strategies. So-called “first
generation” students (whose parents
did not attend post-secondary educa-
tion) become less likely to plan to con-
tinue their studies and more likely to
consider joining the labour force as
they near the end of high school. They
are less likely than their classmates to
agree that you need post-secondary
education to get a good job, that pay-
ing for it is a good investment and that
there are other benefits to higher edu-
cation than a good job. 

Lack of motivation can be as impor-
tant as poor information (although the
two are certainly connected). Almost 40
percent of high school graduates who
do not enter post-secondary education
say it is because they lack interest or a

Mind the access gap: breaking down barriers to post-secondary education

“Barriers to post-secondary education are rooted in an individual’s life circumstances — circumstances that encompass family and socio-
economic status — and manifest themselves well before the age of 18,” observe Joseph Berger and Anne Motte. Consequently, they
say, governments should adopt a life-course approach to increasing participation: “We must envision post-secondary education not

merely as something that comes after high school, but as an essential component of an educational pathway that begins in early child-
hood and continues into adulthood.”
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career focus. Similarly, over half of those
who drop out of college or university do
so because they are not interested in
their studies or because they have little
career direction.

W e are only beginning to under-
stand how these barriers inter-

act. For example, a high school student
who lacks the motivation to pursue
post-secondary education might neglect
his schoolwork, creating a seemingly
academic barrier that is nevertheless
rooted in a lack of motivation. Another
teenager might not allow herself to
dream of studying at a college or univer-

sity because her parents lack the funds
to pay for her education. Lack of moti-
vation might then be rooted in finances. 

It is nonetheless becoming
increasingly clear that these barriers
overlap, which means they seldom
manifest themselves in isolation.
Upper-year high school students who
reported one kind of barrier to post-
secondary education were very likely
to report another. For instance, of
those who said that poor school marks
were a barrier, 68 percent reported fac-
ing a financial barrier and 66 percent
reported a lack of interest or career
focus. The individual who lacks the
grades to gain entry into a university
is also unlikely to have all the funds to
pay for it. High school students who
have not given much thought to
career planning are less likely to be
motivated for post-secondary educa-
tion and, by extension, are less likely
to be prepared for its academic
demands. Moreover, we have learned
that low-income youth, the children
of parents with limited or no post-sec-
ondary education themselves and
Aboriginal teenagers are more likely to

report these barriers than are other
individuals. These groups of students
are underrepresented in post-second-
ary education precisely because they
face the challenge of overcoming not
just one type of barrier to access, but
many.

Taking all this research into
account, a more complete picture
starts to emerge. The path to gradua-
tion from a post-secondary institution
does not begin with enrolment. It
begins much earlier and needs careful
preparation. The barriers to post-sec-
ondary education are rooted in an
individual’s life circumstances — cir-

cumstances that encompass family
and socio-economic status — and
manifest themselves well before the
age of 18. What’s more, efforts to mit-
igate the effects of socio-economic fac-
tors such as low family income and
limited educational attainment in the
family require time to succeed.

What this means is that federal
and provincial governments as well as
other education stakeholders should
adopt what we call a “life course”
approach to post-secondary education
policy. To design efficient policies, we
must envision post-secondary educa-
tion not merely as something that
comes after high school, but as an
essential component of an educational
pathway that begins in early child-
hood and continues into adulthood.
Early interventions are certainly one
key component of such an approach
and are a sound social investment. We
nonetheless need to have other mech-
anisms in place to support individuals
who may, at one point or another as
they move from childhood to adoles-
cence and beyond, start to slip
through the cracks. It would be foolish

to think that every Canadian is ready
to benefit equally from a given policy
at the same time or age. While some
may benefit from support early in life
and go on to access higher education
with ease, others will still need support
as post-secondary studies begin.

Even if policies and programs
designed to alleviate the longer-term
barriers to higher education were to
succeed, the battle would only be half
won. Completing post-secondary edu-
cation is, of course, contingent on
being motivated to pursue studies and
performing well academically, but it is
equally dependent on being able to pay

for it. It is therefore neces-
sary to ensure that along
with other programs, there
is a system of financial sup-
port for students, particular-
ly if we are to encourage
attendance among an
increasing number of youth
from low-income back-
grounds. Tailoring a better

financial aid system is part of the edu-
cational policy-making equation.

What we should be striving for,
then — and what we mean by a life
course approach to policy — is some
assurance that at each stage in their
life Canadians can rely on programs
that will help them achieve their edu-
cational goals. Learning supports early
on, assistance to parents and families,
adequate career and educational coun-
selling, and student financial aid will
all play a major role in shaping
Canada’s economic and social well-
being in the 21st century. This is a
point we cannot afford to overlook as
governments and citizens seek answers
to the challenge of improving access to
post-secondary education.

Joseph Berger and Anne Motte are policy
and research officers at the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation and
co-authors of the third edition of The
Price of Knowledge. The views
expressed in this article are those of the
authors and do not necessarily reflect the
positions or policies of the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation. 
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Lack of motivation can be as important as poor information
(although the two are certainly connected). Almost 40
percent of high school graduates who do not enter post-
secondary education say it is because they lack interest or a
career focus. Similarly, over half of those who drop out of
college or university do so because they are not interested in
their studies or because they have little career direction.


