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1.0 Introduction1

1. The principal author of this study is Conrad Winn, President, COMPAS, and Professor, Carleton University.

2. For example, see Bowlby and Mullen (2002), 57; Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium (2003), 76; Malatest (2003), 32; O’Heron (November
1997), 3.

3. Hossler and Stage (1992) describe the predisposition stage of student post-secondary education choice as “the early phase of the process when
students make the decision as to whether or not to continue their formal education after high school” (428).

4. Studies of the factors affecting post-secondary educational pursuits have traditionally involved surveys of young people—either during their predis-
position stage, during their participation in PSE, after their education has been completed, or on the basis of aggregate statistical data. Parents’ socio-
economic status, expectations, and education are known to be significant influencing factors on a child’s decision to pursue post-secondary education
(see Booker, 14; Andres and Krahn, 67; Corak, Lipps, and Zhao, 14; Valencia, 303). Barr-Telford et al. found that “[y]oung Canadians who felt that their
parents expected them to go on to post-secondary education were much more likely to have done so than those who felt their parents did not expect
them to go on (67% compared with 34%) (7).” This study specifically explores parents’ perceptions, opinions, and predispositions about their children’s
post-secondary pursuits.

1

1.1 Background

Many studies in the education sector have shown

that family support is an important source of direct

funding for Canadian students.2 When indirect

contributions (such as living rent free, use of family

car, etc.) are considered, parents become the quintes-

sential resource for those pursuing post-secondary

education. 

The Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation

commissioned COMPAS to survey parents with 

children in their post-secondary predisposition

stage (aged 12–17).3 The purpose was to provide 

the financial aid policy-makers with a better under-

standing of how families perceive and prepare 

for the post-secondary education (PSE) options of 

their children.4 The research is intended to explore 

a variety of correlates and drivers of PSE 

decisions including:

• Attitudes toward education and literacy 

• Educational prognosis of offspring, e.g. whether

children are expected to finish high-school and

pursue higher education

• Financing higher education, e.g. mechanisms

used by parents to save and pay for higher edu-

cation and the relationship between saving and

perceived net benefits of education

• Communicating about post-secondary edu-

cation, e.g. parents’ discussions of the financing

of higher education with their children and the

financial methods used by parents 

• Participant culture, e.g. the newspaper reading, 

TV watching, book reading, and civic participation

habits of parents.

1.2 Methodology

A national representative sample of n>1,000 parents

with at least one child aged 12–17 was interviewed by

professional interviewers using CATI (computer

aided telephone interviewing) between November 14

and 25, 2003. Samples of this size are deemed accu-

rate to within approximately 3.1 percentage points

19 times out of 20.  

In this report, COMPAS reports relationships that

are valid in a statistically significant sense. Unless

the report specifically says that a relationship or

difference is nominal or suggestive rather than

statistically significant, any observation of a relation-

ship can be assumed to meet the requirements of

statistical significance. For example, COMPAS tested

each demographic variable against all perceptual

questions. Where no significant relationships or

patterns were found, results of the correlations are

not reported.



2.0 Attitudes Towards 
Education and Literacy
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Parents of children aged twelve to seventeen are some-

what polarized when thinking about the possibility of

post-secondary education for their children. One

group is inclined to view post-secondary education as

expensive and a contingent benefit while the other

group sees it as a necessity of inherent value. 

Part of this portrait of two educational cultures

emerges from a multivariate statistical analysis 

of respondents’ expressed preoccupations with

different culture- or value-related ways of thinking

about PSE. As shown in table 2.1a, respondents were

asked to indicate to what extent they thought of

education, for example, as 

• “expensive and your child/children will have to

work hard and save up money to continue their

education at the post-secondary level” 

• “a worthwhile pursuit”

• “a necessity in today’s global economy.” 

In practice, the largest proportion of parents sees PSE

as inherently “a worthwhile pursuit.” As shown in

table 2.1a, 81% score their degree of focus on this idea

as a 5 on a 5 point, Likert-type preoccupation scale. By

contrast, parents are least apt to think of the idea that

“post-secondary education is expensive and your

child/children will have to take out student loans to

go on to post-secondary education.” Most respon-

dents do think of this idea, albeit with much less

intensity. Thus, only 40% score their pre-occupation

with this idea as a 5 on a 5 point Likert-type scale.

The variables displayed in table 2.1a were

subjected to factor analysis in order to identify

underlying patterns of parental perception and

preoccupation. Two factors or ways of thinking

emerged—parents who focus on PSE as expensive vs.

those who focus on it as a necessity.

The structure of the expensive factor suggests that

those who are apt to focus on the idea that post-

secondary education is expensive and would cost the

parent a lot of money are also apt to focus on the idea

that children will have to work hard, take out student

loans, or both to continue their education at the post-

secondary level. The factor also reflects the viewpoint

that more education is good, but only if it is in the

right field and leads to a well-paying or good job.

The necessity factor reflects four aspects of post-

secondary education. These are the viewpoints 

that it is a worthwhile pursuit, a necessity in today’s

global economy, worth the time and money because

it can make you feel better about yourself, and is 

a good thing provided that the young person has 

to learn how to study hard and get good grades in

high school.

Parents are more apt to think about the necessity

(factor mean 4.5) than the expensive nature (factor

mean 4.0) when thinking about the possibility of

post-secondary education for their child/children.

2.1 Two Educational Cultures: Those Who Focus on PSE as an
Expensive Option or Contingent Value versus Those Who Focus 
on it as a Necessity Providing Intrinsic Benefits
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Figure 2.1a — “When you think of post-secondary education for your child, to what extent do you think about each
of the following factors…” (5=a lot; 1=not at all)
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Paying for Post-Secondary Education by COMPAS

5. A mean score was computed for each factor by taking a mathematical average of respondent scores for all the variables contained within a given factor.
Under this procedure, each factor mean is on the same 5-point scale as the individual questions.

6. As we expected, being Canadians our respondents were reticent about revealing household incomes in response to direct questioning. To mitigate this
problem, we used a double-barrel question about income (total, precise household income before taxes followed by categories of such income 
for respondents refusing to reveal precise household income). We took two actions to maximize income information. First, we undertook extensive
callbacks. Between November 17 and 23, we phoned back 721 respondents in a sustained effort to secure the best income data that we could secure.
Secondly, in the case of n=224 respondents who nonetheless refused to provide any income information, COMPAS used parameters from Statistics
Canada to extrapolate household income based on education level and province of residence. All comparisons across income throughout the report
were conducted redundantly using original volunteered information alone or a combined income variable that built upon original volunteered 
information by incorporating computed extrapolated income in the case of outright refusals. For the purpose of reporting, we use the combined
income variable.

7. See section 4.4, below, on the greater tendency of higher income households to save for their offspring’s PSE.

Preoccupation with the expensive nature of 

post-secondary education is associated with socio-

economic status. The tendency to think of PSE

through the prism of this factor rises as income 

falls, reaching a high (factor mean 4.45) among house-

holds earning under $19,000 and a low (factor mean

3.7) among households earning $90,000 or more.6,7

Preoccupation with the expensive nature of PSE also

declines with parental education—from a mean of 4.3

among those with less than high school to 3.8 among

those with more than one university degree. 

Further evidence that parents divide between

those who see PSE as essential and those who see it

as an expense arises from a factor analysis of

responses to a follow-up battery of questions about

the kinds of advice that respondents would give to a

friend. Respondents were prompted to imagine that

a hypothetical co-worker or friend asked for advice

about whether to encourage his or her child to get a

job or go on to higher education. Respondents were

asked to rate on a 5-point scale their agreement with

a list of possible advice (Q.6, see figure 2.1b). 

3



Figure 2.1b — Ratings of Different Types of Advice (5=agree a lot; 1=disagree a lot)
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8. CMT refers to the Common Measurements Tool approach to survey research. Adhered to by federal and provincial governments, the CMT advocates
5 point agree-disagree or other Likert-type scales.

P O S T- S E C O N DA RY  E D U C AT I O N :  C U L T U R A L ,  S C H O L A S T I C  A N D  E C O N O M I C  D R I V E R S4

Respondents are most likely to agree that PSE 

is an intrinsic benefit, that “all higher education is

worth it because education is a good thing in itself.”

Thus, 58% score a 5 on a 5-point Likert-style, CMT

agreement scale.8 By contrast, the fewest parents 

are apt to agree with the idea that “Higher education

is not worth spending a lot of money on because 

the best education is the school of life experience.”

Only 6% score themselves a 5 on the 5-point 

agree-disagree scale with respect to this item.

A factor analysis of the agreement scores shows

that parents, when thinking of advice to give to a

friend, think of higher education in terms of two

underlying considerations—its intrinsic benefits vs.

its contingent value, as shown in table 2.1a. 

The intrinsic benefits factor reflects the advice

that higher education is worthwhile because of the

business contacts and friendships one can make and

that education is a good thing in itself. Those who

see PSE as fundamentally valuable consider it so for

economic, social, and intrinsic reasons.

Table 2.1a — Post-Secondary Education: Expensive versus Necessity

Expensive

Post-secondary education is expensive and your child/children will have to work hard and
save up money to continue their education at the post-secondary level

Post-secondary education is expensive and your child/children will have to take out student
loans to go on to post-secondary education

Post-secondary education is expensive and would cost you a lot of money if your child/children
went on to college or university

More education is good but only if it’s in the right field and leads to a well-paying or good job

Post-secondary education is a worthwhile pursuit

Post-secondary education is a necessity in today’s global economy

Post-secondary education is worth the time and money because it can make you feel better
about yourself

Post-secondary education is a good thing but the young person has to learn how to study hard
and get good grades in high school

.842

.809

.664

.291

Necessity

.791

.731

.564

.560
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By contrast, some parents see PSE through the

prism of contingent rather than fundamental or

intrinsic value. The contingent value factor is

comprised of the advice that higher education is not

worth spending a lot of money on because the best

education is the school of life experience and it 

is worthwhile only if the child has the grades 

and interest to gain admission to a technical or

professional program leading to a well paying job.

Following the pattern reported earlier, parents

assign significantly higher scores to the intrinsic

benefits (factor mean 3.8) than the contingent value

factor (factor mean 2.9). 

As in the previously reported factor analysis,

respondents’ positions on these two advice-driven

factors are associated with socio-economic status—

the higher the SES, the higher the agreement 

with the intrinsic benefit factor and the lower 

the agreement with the contingent value factor.

Agreement with the contingent value factor declines

with education from a high of 3.4 among those with

less than high school to a low of 2.7 among those

with more than one university degree. Agreement

also declines with income from a high of 3.1 among

those earning under $20,000 to a low of 2.7 among

those earning $90,000 or more. 

2.2 Some Implications—
More Research on the Economic
Calculations of Low SES Families

Parents are of two minds when it comes to post-

secondary education. One group sees higher education

as a necessity while the other, formed primarily of

lower income and less educated parents, takes a

more cautious, costs-benefit approach to higher

education. This suggests that two distinct communi-

cations efforts may be required. 

It may be tempting to conclude that lower SES

parents undercalculate the benefits of higher 

education as a result of economic pressures, cultural

norms, or limited knowledge and information.

However, the calculating approach of lower SES

parents may arise from a different consideration

entirely, a different set of economic options. Lower

SES may perceive a variety of construction and trades

occupations as providing a more certain route to

economic benefits than higher education. In any

case, the impact of PSE spending on the household

economics of lower income households may well be

larger. This theme may merit future research. 

Table 2.1b — Advice about Post-Secondary Education: Intrinsic Benefits versus Value

Intrinsic
benefits

Higher education is worth it because of the business contacts one can make 
for use later in life

Higher education is worth it because of the friendships that one can make

All higher education is worth it because education is a good thing in itself

Higher education is not worth spending a lot of money on because the best 
education is the school of life experience

It’s worth it only if the <SON/DAUGHTER> has the grades and interest in getting 
into a technical or professional program leading to a well-paying job

.760

.739

.726

Contingent
value

.779

.701
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The vast majority of parents say that they expect

their child to graduate from high school and pursue

post-secondary education. In practice, 88% of

parents say it is very likely and 11% say it is likely that

their oldest child will graduate from high school.

Almost three-quarters (73%) say that their oldest

child will very likely attend post-secondary school

and 15% say that it is likely. Only 4% say that it is not

very likely or not likely at all that their oldest child

will pursue a post-secondary education.

The reported likelihood that a child will attend

post-secondary school rises with household income.

For example, 79% of those from households earning

under $29,000 per year expect that their oldest 

child will very likely attend college, university, 

or trade school compared to: $30K–$49K = 85%;

$50K–$69K = 88%; $70K–89K = 91%; $90K+ = 94%. 

A similar pattern emerges among parents when

asked about their younger children. This finding is

consistent with an axiom from earlier literature: the

higher the socioeconomic status (SES) of a child’s

family, the higher the likelihood of pursuing post-

secondary education.9

Parents do not appear to differentiate between

boys and girls in terms of general PSE prospects. In

the case where the oldest child is a boy, 86% of

parents say it is very likely or likely that their son will

go onto post-secondary education compared to 90%

when the first child is a girl.10 But, parents do appear

to differentiate between boys and girls when asked

to consider the type of higher education to be

pursued. Girls are perceived to be more likely than

boys to attend university while boys are thought to

be more likely to attend community college.11 For

example, 34% of parents whose oldest child is male

indicate that he will likely pursue post-secondary

education at community college versus 28% of parents

of females. Conversely, half (50%) of respondents

whose first child is male say he will likely attend

university compared to 62% of those with a female

first child. We discuss type of education in more

detail in the next section.

3.0 Educational Prognosis 
of Offspring 

3.1 Parents Optimistic About Children Pursuing Higher Education

9. Andres and Krahn (1999) argue that undergraduate university education continues to be dominated by children of upper-middle and upper class
parents (49). Hossler and Stage (1992) indicate that SES is positively associated with predisposition to attend PSE (428). Murray (2000) presents
evidence that there is a widening gap in university participation by family SES, and that participation rates have not increased as fast for young people
from low SES backgrounds compared to those from mid to high SES families. Looker and Lowe (2001) state that parents SES “is perhaps the most well-
researched factor affecting [a child’s] educational plans” (6). However, more recently Corak, Lipps and Zhao (2003) note that while individuals from
higher income families continue to be more likely to attend university, they document a slight increase in the participation of individuals from lower
income households (2), and explain the closing gap “may reflect the fact that students have responded in a number of different ways, most notably by
borrowing more” (3). Most recently, Barr-Telford, et al. (2003) found “18–24 year-olds with estimated family earnings of $80,000 or more were the most
likely to pursue further education beyond high-school (83%)” (7).  

10. A higher proportion of women attending PSE is consistent with contemporary trends in education. Guppy and Davies (1998) explain that Canadian
women’s rate of higher education participation steadily inclined in the 1950’s and surpassed that of men in 1987, and women obtain bachelor and first
professional degrees at a higher rate than men (1998, 87–93). The authors suggest that the presence of gender gaps is because “men have found greater
opportunities in relatively lucrative and secure jobs that do not demand credentials” (93) Looker (1997) states, “[t]here is a tendency for women to have
higher [educational] aspirations than men…[w]hat is interesting is that this gender difference reduces to non-significance when we consider educa-
tional attainments—mostly because fewer women manage to attend university (11).

11. Other studies find similar trends. Shipley, Ouellette, and Cartwright (2002), who surveyed parents of children 0–18, note “[a] slightly larger proportion
of male children were expected to go no further than high school relative to female children… [a]t the same time more consideration was given to the
trades for male children [and] a higher proportion of female children had parents who expressed the hope they would complete a university degree
(8). Similar observations were made by Andres and Krahn (1999), who found fairly distinct gender differences in terms of types of post-secondary
education pursued. They state, “In general, vocational and technical schools continue to be favoured by young men” (72).  Corak, Lipps, and Zhao
(2003) found that there is a growing tendency for male students to choose community college over university (13). However, Looker and Lowe (2001)
explain that gender effects on education are very complex, and while gender parity appears to exist, “stereotyping persists in youth choices of field 
of study” (7).
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The optimism of respondents about the PSE

prospects of their children also emerged from

Statistics Canada data (SAEP, 2002). Among parents

of children expected to finish high school, 67% antici-

pated that they would earn a university degree while

26% anticipated that they would graduate from

community college or received another form of PSE. 

Respondents in the COMPAS study were deemed

qualified to participate in the survey if they have a

minimum of one child in the predisposition stage,

between the ages of 12–17. In practice, respondents

have an average of 1.5 children in the targeted age

group. Two-fifths of respondents (42%) have more

than one child and two-thirds (62%) have children

who are under 15. The gender distribution of children

is approximately equal; 77% of respondents have at

least one boy aged 12–17, while 73% have at least one

girl. Number of children does not appear to affect

prognosis for higher education, perhaps because of

a historical decline in the absolute size of families as

well as in the variance of their size.12

3.2 University is Most Likely
Form of Higher Education,
Vocational is Least

Parents who said that their children will likely go on

to higher education were asked to indicate the type

of education their children will pursue (Q.42). Over

half (56%) of qualifying parents say their child will

likely pursue a university education. By comparison,

31% say their child will likely pursue post-secondary

education at a community college and only 4% say

their children will move on to a private vocational

school (see figure 3.2.). Children would be expected to

study longer at a university (4.9 years) than a college

(3.3 years) or vocational school (3.0 years) (Q.45). 

Those who are apt to say their child will move on

to a university degree or college degree are more apt

to think about the necessity factor (factor means 

of 4.6 and 4.5 respectively) of education than 

12. This result contradicts O’Heron’s (1997) “cohort effect.” O’Heron argues that families with fewer children have more resources per family member to
devote to education, thus children from multi-child families do not have the necessary resources to attend PSE (3). He does acknowledge, however,
that declining family size and the emergence of other factors driving participation (social, political, etc.) may cause the “cohort effect” to play a less
significant role as a decision factor (4).

Figure 3.2 — “What type of post-secondary education
will your child likely pursue?” 
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those who predict their children will move on to a

vocational institution (factor mean 4.3), as shown 

in figure 3.2b, above. Meanwhile, those who foresee

university education for their children are least apt

to agree with contingent value factor (factor mean

2.8 vs. 3.0 among community college and 3.2 among

vocational school) arguments about education, 

e.g. higher education is not worth spending a lot 

of money on because the best education is the

school of life experience and it is worth it only if 

the child has the grades and interest in getting into a

technical or professional program leading to a well

paying job. 

Past studies indicate that most Canadian children

surpass the level of education achieved by their

parents.13 Furthermore, as discussed earlier, there 

is evidence of SES correlates of higher education

decisions. In keeping with this pattern, parents’

propensity to say that their child will pursue a

university degree tends to rise with education

among current respondents:

• 39% among those with less than high school, 

• 47% among high school graduates, 

• 45% some college, 

• 56% college or CEGEP, 

• 72% university degree, and 

• 67% more than one university degree.14

While there is no relationship between income and

the likelihood of attending college, the prognosis 

for a university education rises dramatically with

income from approximately 34% among those

earning under $20,000 to 70% among those earning

$90,000 or more.15

13. For example, see O’Heron (November 1997), 3.

14. These results are consistent with other literature. Andres and Krahn (1999) discuss how evidence from the past twenty years identifies a “persistent
social class” differences in post-secondary participation rates, and parents of community college students tend to have lower levels of education” (49).
Hossler and Stage (1992) found that parents’ combined educational is positively related to expectation for the student to pursue PSE, higher student
GPA, greater involvement in activities, and student aspirations (442). Barr-Telford, et al. (2003) also found a positive relationship between parental
educational levels and a child’s post-secondary participation, noting “[y]outh who had at least one parent with some post-secondary education were
more likely to have continued on with further education than were 18–24 year-olds with parents who had not taken any post-secondary studies (70%
compared with 57%)” (7). Shipley, Ouellette, and Cartwright (2002) found that “[p]arental hopes varied greatly according to parents’ own level of
educational experience. They note that the higher the parent’s levels of education increase so too do their educational aspirations for their children”
(8). Olsen & Rosenfeld (1984) found that PSE attendance increases for second and subsequent children if the first child goes to PSE, thereby suggest-
ing a possible role for family cultural capital.

15. These results confirm earlier findings by Corak, Lipps, and Zhao (2003), who conclude college participation is not related in any significant way to
family income, but a clear and positive correlation between parental income and university attendance exists (14).

Figure 3.3 — “Which of the following statements best describes why you wanted your child/children to go onto 
post-secondary education…”  
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Parents want their children to go onto post-

secondary education above all to enable their 

children to get the jobs that they want (40%) and to

get ahead in today’s economy (38%), as shown in

figure 3.3, above (Q.43). Responding to a forced

choice question about why their child would pursue

PSE, 18% of parents say they wanted their child(ren)

to go onto post-secondary education because they

would earn more money with a degree/diploma.

Virtually no parent says that their child should

attend post-secondary education because everyone

in the family went (1%) or that their child would be

the first to go (1%). 

Parents who acknowledge being motivated by 

the earning power of a degree are especially prone 

to agree with the contingent value arguments 

(factor mean 3.2 vs. 2.9 overall) for education, 

e.g. that it is not worth spending a lot on formal edu-

cation because experience is the best teacher and 

education is only worthwhile if the child has the

grades/interest to get into a program that leads to a

lucrative job. 

Respondents who say that their child would

pursue PSE for the greater resulting earning 

power are obviously motivated by earning power.

Nonetheless, one should not rule out expected

earning power as a motivator in the case of other

respondents. When respondents say that their child’s

PSE aspirations are driven by the fact that a degree or

diploma is necessary to get ahead in today’s

economy, they are implicitly acknowledging that a

degree or diploma offers a basket of benefits that

includes income.

3.4 Some Implications

Some implications are:

• families that value education highly as an intrinsic

benefit, tend to have higher SES, and tend to have

children eyeing university, especially if female;

• families that tend to see PSE as a contingent

value, tend to have lower SES, and tend to have

children eyeing non-university options (voca-

tional schools), especially if male.

3.3 Child’s Preferences and Need for Diploma to Get Ahead are
Apparently Stronger Motivators Than Higher Salary; Family Legacy
an Apparent Non-Issue
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Parents estimate that one year of undergraduate

university tuition in their province costs $7,714 with

a median of $5,000—compared to the real number 

of $3,737 (Q.30). These results are comparable to

those found in other studies.16 Meanwhile, parents

estimate that the benefits of higher education are

under $20,000 per year in terms of marginal income

(Q.31). In practice, respondents say that a university

graduate will make $17,762 more than a high school

graduate. One fifth (21%) of respondents estimate

that a university graduate will make less17 than the

average salary of a high school graduate ($36,278)18

while 2% estimate the benefits of higher education

to be well into the six-figure range (i.e. above

$150,000 in additional income). Once these two

outlier groups are removed, the average income

benefit to university graduates becomes $14,146.19

Respondents in Quebec provide the lowest 

estimates for the cost of tuition ($5,455) while those

in Ontario provide the highest ($9,138). All remain-

ing provinces estimate annual tuition to be between

$7,050 and $7,650. The estimated marginal income

benefit of university graduation does not appear to

vary by region. 

4.0 Financing Higher
Education 

4.1 Estimated Cost of Tuition Approximately $ 8,000; Estimated
Benefit of Higher Education Under $ 20,000

16. See Usher (2003), who presented the results of a similar question posed to the general population that show an average of $7,774 and a median of $4,989. 

17. COMPAS conducted follow-up interviews on December 3 with those (n=196) who estimated that a university graduate would make less than the
average salary of a high school graduate ($36,278). We wanted a better understanding of the thinking behind this type of response. The follow-up 
interviews consisted of the following three questions: (Q1) One of the questions you were asked stated that the average income of a high school 
graduate is $38,278. What do you think the average income of a university graduate is? (Q2) Did you mean that <Q1> would be the university 
graduate’s income in his or her first year of work, or average salary over his or her lifetime? (Q3) Could you please estimate what university graduates
are apt to earn each year irrespective of their age or work experience? The results of the follow-up interviews confirm that a portion of respondents do
believe that a university graduate will make less than a high-school graduate, especially in the first year after graduation. Given this confirmation,
COMPAS treated the original estimated benefits of education as valid for analysis purposes. We nonetheless replicated all analysis of estimated bene-
fits after removing the two outlier groups of: 1) those who say that a university graduate will make less than a high-school graduate ($36,278) and 
2) those who say that a university graduate will make $150,000 more (i.e. incremental income) than a high-school graduate. As reported in the ensuing
section, retaining or excluding the outliers does not impact on any analysis.

18. For Usher (2003) 15% of respondents estimate less than $30,000. The $36,278 figure, drawn from the 2001 census, appeared in the survey question
asked of respondents.

19. This is much higher than numbers presented in Usher (2003), that reported an average of $7,757 higher and a median income for the university 
graduates is $39,967.

Table 4.1a — Estimated Tuition by Education

Less than high school $9,821

High school graduate $8,407

Some college $9,834

College (in Quebec: CEGEP) graduate $7,530

University graduate $6,472

More than one university degree $5,630

Don’t know/ Refused $8,853

Mean

Table 4.1b — Estimated Tuition by Income

Under $10,000 $8,720

$10,000 to $19,000 $6,886

$20,000 to $29,000 $13,534

$30,000 to $49,000 $7,525

$50,000 to $69,000 $8,025

$70,000 to $89,000 $7,046

$90,000 or more $6,532

Mean
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Estimates of tuition fees rise as SES falls. Thus,

estimates are lowest among the most educated 

(e.g. $5,630 among those with more than one uni-

versity degree) and highest among the least educated 

(e.g. $9,821 among those with less than high school

education), as shown in table 4.1a, above. The 

relationship between education and estimates is not

entirely linear insofar as those with some college

education ($9,834) appear to have higher estimates

than those with a high school degree ($8,407). The

estimated income benefit of university education

does not appear to be related to education. 

As in the case of education, tuition estimates 

are lowest among the highest income families.

Estimated tuition is significantly higher among

those earning $20–$29,999 than among all other

groups ($13,534 vs. $7,714 overall), as shown in 

table 4.1b. While the highest income earners appear

to provide the lowest estimate of tuition fees

($6,532), the difference is not large enough to be

statistically significant.20

4.2 Net Present Value of
Education Less Than Half a
Million Dollars

Often the perceptions people hold about the cost of

post-secondary education are higher than reality,

while the benefits are lower. It has been documented

that low income earners are more likely to over-

estimate the cost of higher education.21 Although

these relationships are not replicated entirely in the

current study, it is important to explore the relation-

ship between estimated cost benefits and likelihood

of attending higher education. It is hypothesized

that the perceived net present value of education

drives the decision about whether to pursue higher

education. 

COMPAS computed Net Present Value (NPV)

using constant or real dollar estimates and the

following formula:

NPV = B – C – OC

Where:

B = Benefit of PSE 

= (estimated income upon graduation - $36,278)

* 35 working years

C = Average cost of education

= estimated tuition cost * 4 years

OC = Opportunity Cost

= $36,278 * 4 years

The Net Present Value among all respondents

(NPV1) is $482,96322 but it falls to $310,600 once the

two outlier groups23 are removed (NPV2).24

Given the small sample of parents who predict that

their children will not move on to higher education,

the relationship between NPV and likelihood of

attending could not be determined with certainty.

Based on exploratory analysis, it does not appear that

perceived NPV is a huge barrier to entry. COMPAS

recommends further research among a larger sample

of the sub-group of parents who feel that their 

children will not move on to higher education.

NPV1 and NPV2 do not appear to be related to the

perceptual or demographic information collected 

in this study. This is surprising considering the 

relationships between income, education, and the

expensive aspects of higher education as reported

earlier. One might have expected parents to be

making rational economic decisions whereby prog-

nosis for higher education or likelihood of saving

would rise with perceived NPV. The absence of these

relationships suggests that parents may not be

basing their aspirations for higher education for

their children on a purely rational economic model.

20. The trend of tuition estimates declining as income increase is similar to the findings presented by Usher (2003) who reported those earning 
<$30K = $9,595; $30-60K = $7,967; $60K = $6,779.

21. See Usher (2003).

22. Usher (2003) estimates that the real NPV is $2 million over 35 years.

23. The outlier groups are those who think a university graduate will make less than a high school graduate and those who think that the benefits of
university education will be more than $150,000 in additional income per year.

24. The time value of money was not incorporated into the equation in order to avoid uncertainties associated with estimating future inflation and
interest rates.
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4.3 Parents Believe That They
Should Bear More of the Costs
Than the Child who Receives
Education

Parents should pay the majority of the costs of college

or university education, according to respondents.

Parents with at least one child somewhat likely to go

into higher education were asked what percentage

should be paid for by the parents and what per-

centage by the child who receives the education

(Q.21). Parents with at least one child expected to

pursue PSE say that they should bear 60% of the

costs while the children should bear 37%.25

Those who think about the expensive aspects of

education appear to be especially apt to say that the

child who receives the education should pay for it 

(r = .232). Again, these are the less educated, lower

income parents who are less prone to seeing edu-

cation as a necessity and who are more concerned

about its contingent value.

4.4 Parents Save for an Average
of Eleven Years and Have Made
Sacrifices but Have Not Yet
Achieved Savings Target

Saving money tops the list of preparations parents

make when planning for a child’s post secondary

education, as shown in figure 4.4a (Q.44).26 Over half

of respondents (55%) with at least one child who is

somewhat likely to go on to PSE indicate that they

started saving money, followed by informing them-

selves about different careers and training programs

(42%), doing research on institutions (36%), and

meeting with school guidance councillors (28%).

Parents have spent more than a decade planning

for their children’s education, making many sacrifices

along the way. In practice, 69% of parents report 

that have been saving (Q.22) for their children’s 

post-secondary education, most (64%) for 10 years

or more (mean 10.8) (Q.23). Canadian parents

appear to be much more inclined to save for their

child’s education than their American counterparts,

despite a widespread perception that Canada has

lower tuition costs.27

Parents have made financial sacrifices in the name

of education for their children. Parents say they have

spent less money on major purchases like vacations

(51%), reduced spending in general (50%), purchased

a Registered Education Savings Plan or RESP (45%),

paid down their mortgage faster than originally

planned to free up resources (34%), taken on more

overtime work (27%), delayed retirement (21%) or

got a second job (17%), among other sacrifices, as

shown in figure 4.4b (Q.26). 

25. These results appear to be contrary to Barr-Telford, et al. (2003) who asked students about PSE financing. The authors report that students’ employment
earnings are the number one source of funds, followed by non-repayable funding such as from parents, spouses, or other family members (13). The
median amount of non-refundable “free” money students reported receiving from parents, etc. is $2,000, less than the average amount earned by
students during the academic year ($3,000) (14).

26. This question was asked only of parents with at least one child at least “somewhat” likely to pursuing PSE.

27. According to Stiglitz, et al. (2000), in 1998 36% of American families with children under the age of 18 reported saving any money, including funds to
finance their children’s educational pursuits. Of those who did save, only 11.5% identified education as their primary reason for saving (33).
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Figure 4.4b — “Have you or your spouse done any of the following for the purpose of helping to fund your child’s 
education after high school…”  
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Figure 4.4a — “Which of the following activities did you take part in when planning for your child’s 
post-secondary education?”  
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Incidence and intensity of efforts to save appear

unrelated to estimates of tuition costs. For example,

estimates of tuition are $7,813.07 among those who

have been saving for their children’s post-secondary

education versus $7,301.32 among those who have

not been saving.28 This provides further evidence

that decisions may not be purely economic and

specific economic benefits/costs may not be an

unequivocal barrier to entry.29

Propensity to save rises with income. Less than half

of those earning under $29,999 are current savers

compared to 64% of those earning $30,000–$49,999,

69% among those earning $50,000–$69,999, 75%

among those earning $70,000–$89,999, and 84%

among those earning $90,000 or more. Propensity to

invest in RESPs30 and pay down mortgage also rises

with income.

Although we have highlighted evidence and

reasoning in support of non-economic drivers of post-

secondary education, the fact that the propensity to

save rises with income is compatible with a partially

economic model of post-secondary education.

Nonetheless, to be certain that saving is indeed driven

by income and hence the ability to save rather than 

by cultural factors would require a much larger

sample to take into consideration the various possible 

directions of causality.

In practice, it is likely that parents will continue to

save and make sacrifices over the next few years

insofar as their targets have not yet been achieved. 

In practice, parents have saved a mean of $16,892.71

(Q.24) which is significantly lower than the

$25,860.88 (Q.25) that they plan to save. 

Income is a correlate of savings behaviour. The

higher the household income, the higher the propor-

tion of parents saving for their offspring’s education.

According to the dataset analysed in the current

report, 48% of families with incomes under $ 30,000

per annum save for their child(ren)s’ PSE compared to

84% among those with incomes of $ 90,000 or higher,

as shown in table 4.4a. According to 2002 SAEP

(Statistics Canada) data,31 the propensity to save also

rises with household income, as shown in table 4.4b.

The proportion of savers found in the SAEP study

(table 4.4b) appears lower than the proportion of

savers in the current study (table 4.4a). This differ-

ence can be explained by the fact that the SAEP

considered parents with children aged 0–18 while

the current study considers parents with children

aged 12–17. It is likely that parents with children

aged 0–11 have not yet begun saving for post-

secondary education.

28. The difference between the means is not significant (ANOVA=.742).

29. In contrast to the findings of the SAEP study by Shipley, Ouellette, and Cartwright (2002), COMPAS did not find any relationship between gender or age
of child and propensity to save. This is likely due to the fact that the SAEP study considered parents with children aged 0–18 while the current study
focuses on parents with children aged 12–17, which is a more homogeneous grouping. 

30. Similar results were reported by Statistics Canada (November 20, 2003), who indicate that 61% of children from high-income households had parents
using RESPs compared to 42% of children from low-income households (4). 

31. Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning, 2002.

Table 4.4a — Percent Saving for PSE of Parents with at Least One Child 12–17 Year Old (Q28)

Under $30,000 $30,000– $49,000 $50,000–$69,000 $70,000–$89,000 $90,000 or more

48 64 69 75 84

Table 4.4b — Percent Saving for PSE of Parents with at Least One Child 18 Years of Age or Less, SAEP 
(Statistics Canada), 2002

Under $25,000 $25,000–$44,999 $45,000–$64,999 $65,000–$84,999 $85,000+

26 43 50 62 69
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Most students will receive money or non-financial

help in a variety of ways when they begin post-

secondary education. According to parents surveyed,

majorities of students will receive free room and

board at home (83%),32 their own earnings (80%),

shared use of the family car (74%), a scholarship

(66%), a government grant (57%), and a government

loan (55%), as shown in figure 4.5a (Q.27). Pluralities

will receive an interest free loan from family (49%) or 

a gift from a relative (42%). One-quarter of parents

(27%) say that students will receive a bank loan.33

Respondents were asked to indicate what propor-

tion of their child’s needs would be met by each of

the above listed sources. In their responses, parents

assign near equal importance to free room and

board (24%), government loans (23%), the child’s

own earnings (22%), bank loans (21%), and an 

interest free loan from the family (21%), as shown in

figure 4.5b (Q.29).

32. Given the high percentage, some parents may be incorporating summer-time subsidies.

33. Students surveyed by Statistics Canada (Barr-Telford, 2003) seemed to priorize different funding sources from those identified by parents surveyed by
COMPAS. The Statistics Canada student survey indicates that employment earnings are the number one source (77%), followed by family gifts (58%),
grants and scholarships (44% for university students, 28% for college), government student loans (26%), and bank loans supplied funds to 14% of respon-
dents. Parents in the COMPAS survey highlighted free room and board as the number one source. 

Figure 4.5a — “Please tell me if you think your child will receive any of the following types of help…”
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4.5 Most Post-Secondary Students Will Receive Free Room and Board,
Shared Use of the Family Car, a Scholarship, and Their Own Earnings
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Likelihood of saving is related to educational aspira-

tions for the child. Three quarters (77%) of parents

who envision a university education for their 

children have been saving compared to 59% of those

who envision a community college degree and 56%

of those who think their children will pursue higher

education at a private vocational institution. This

pattern is in keeping with the findings of previous

research and it holds true among the various ways of

saving for a child’s PSE.34 For example, over half

(53%) of parents who say their child will likely

pursue PSE at the university level have purchased a

RESP, compared to 32% who think their child will go

on to college (see figure 4.6a). 

Parents who say that their child will go on 

to university are more optimistic than parents of

college bound or vocational school bound children

in terms of receiving a scholarship (75% vs. 54% and

62%), the child’s own earnings (83% vs. 78% and 64%),

and sharing a family car (77% vs. 72% and 69%), as

shown in figure 4.6a. Parents of children destined for

vocational school are nominally more apt (90%) to

say that they will save PSE costs by providing free

room and board than those of children likely to go to

college (87%) and university (81%). 

34. These results are comparable to those of Shipley, Ouellette, and Cartwright (2002) who found that as educational aspirations for a child rises, so too does
a parent’s propensity to save (12).

4.6 Parents’ Financial Behaviour Related to Type of PSE Child 
Likely to Pursue

Figure 4.5b — “Approximately what percentage of your child’s financial needs will be met by each of the following?”
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The single biggest finding is that the decision to

attend or pay for higher education is not a pure

economic decision. There appears to be no direct

relationship between perceived NPV of education

and the prognosis for higher education or the

propensity to save.35

Parents, especially those with higher income and

education, will continue to save and make sacrifices

to fund the education of their children. There is 

a hint that parents are ill-informed about the 

financing mechanisms available to them. They may

over-estimate the availability of scholarships or

confound scholarships with other forms of public

sector support. In practice, 54% of parents say their

child will receive a scholarship. We return to this

issue in the next section. 

4.7 Some Implications

Figure 4.6a — Financial Behaviour by Type of PSE Child Likely to Pursue
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35. This confirms previous studies that found cost is not the only consideration when deciding to participate in post-secondary education. Murray (2000)
identifies other factors as deterrents to participation such as financing, demand in the labour market for university graduates, and equity issues (25).
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5.1.1 Almost all Parents with More than one
University Degree reported having Discussed
PSE with Their Child

The vast majority (84%) of respondents say that they

have discussed post-secondary education with their

child (Q.48). The children were an average age of 12.3

when their parents began the dialogue (Q.49).

The likelihood that a parent has discussed PSE

with their child rises with the parent’s education.

Parents who did not finish high school are the least

apt (58%) to have discussed their child’s educational

future, compared to those who completed college or

university (88% among each group) and those with

more than one university degree (96%).

5.1.2 Two-Thirds of Parents ˙Have Discussed
Financial Issues Relating to PSE With Child

Two-thirds (66%) of parents say they have discussed

the financial issues relating to post-secondary

education with their child, compared to 84% who

discussed the issue in general (Q.32). One-third

(34%) have discussed financial issues many times,

24% a few times, and 9% once or twice. A sizeable

number (34%) of parents have not really discussed

financial issues with their children. The average age

of the child when the discussion first took place is

12.8, with 48% first broaching the topic when the

child was 12, 24% at age 11, and 11% discussing it

when their child was 10 or younger (Q.34).

Frequency of discussing financial issues with 

children is lowest among parents who agree with the

contingent value statements about education. Thus,

the mean agreement with the contingent value

statements is 3.1 among those who do not really

discuss, 2.9 discuss once or twice, 2.9 a few times,

and 2.8 many times. This is paradoxical considering

that those who agree with contingent value state-

ments are especially concerned about the expensive

aspects of education and they are especially prone to

say that the child should pay for higher education. 

It appears that the children of these parents will 

be making more independent decisions to attend

higher education. 

French language respondents are more likely to

say they have not really discussed the issue (54%)

compared to English language respondents

(28%).This pattern may reflect partly the fact that

estimates of tuition costs are highest among parents

in Ontario and lowest among parents in Quebec.

As in the case of general discussions about PSE,

propensity to discuss financial issues with the child

rises with the parent’s level of education. Three-fifths

of respondents (59%) with more than one university

degree are the most apt to say they have had the

discussion with their child many times, compared 

to 13% of those who did not complete high school

and 25% who are high school graduates.

5.0 Communications About 
Post-Secondary Education 

5.1 Parent’s Communication with Child
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For parents who have discussed financial issues

relating to PSE with their child, the majority 

(52%) talked about how college and university 

are expensive (Q.33). As shown in fig. 5.1.2, other

popular topics related to the issue are the impor-

tance of getting good grades to get into college 

or university (45%), thinking about what field to 

study or what career to pursue (45%), the child’s

responsibility (43%), and how the parent will

contribute financially (38%).

5.1.3 Some Implications 

The true relationship between PSE attainment and

socio-economic benefits is complex and not entirely

linear. To the extent that widespread increases in 

PSE are desirable for both individuals and the

society as a whole, it follows that government 

ought to be communicating directly to secondary 

students information related to financial planning

for PSE and the socio-economic benefits of higher

education. This is because some parents, especially

those inclined to perceived PSE through the prism of

contingent value, do not discuss financial planning

issues with their offspring much or at all.

Figure 5.1.2 — “What did you talk about when discussing financial issues relating to post-secondary education
with your child?” 
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5.2.1 Recall of Receiving Information About
Financing of PSE Low 

Of the parents who say their child/children are likely

to pursue post-secondary education, three-quarters

(77%) do not recall receiving any information from

the government regarding student financial aid

(Q.35). Recall of receiving information is not related

to region, language, gender, income,36 or parent’s

level of education. Those who do recall receiving

information indicate that the first time was when

their child was an average of 12.2 years old (Q.36). 

Parents are slightly more apt to recall receiving

information about RESPs (32% recall) than informa-

tion from the government (Q.37). The mean age of

the child when parents first received information

about RESPs is 7.7 (Q.38). Recall is higher among

respondents with larger family incomes. Over three-

quarters (79%) of those whose family income is over

$90K recall receiving information about RESPs,

compared to only 45% of those from families making

less than $30K per year.

The higher a respondent’s education, the more

apt they are to recall receiving information about

RESPs. Only one-third (33%) of parents who did not

complete high school recall receiving RESP informa-

tion, compared to 53% who graduated from high

school, 65% with some college, 71% who graduated

from college, 77% who graduated from university,

and 85% who hold more than one university degree.

36. Previous research has found that lower income families have the least information about how to pay for higher education. Research commissioned by
the Sallie Mae Fund in the US found that “60% of parents with incomes under $50,000 said they need more information about how to pay for college
compared to only 37% of parents with incomes of $75,000 or more” (June 2003).

5.2 Communication Regarding Financial Aid

Figure 5.2.2a — “Have you received advice or information from…”
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5.2.2 Friends, Financial Advisors, Family, and
Financial Aid Offices Most Welcome Sources of
Advice and Information on Student Financial Aid 

When gathering advice regarding financial aid,

parents with PSE-bound children say they have

received information from their friends (41%), 

financial advisor (accountant or bank 39%), other

family members (35%), the financial aid offices at

institutions (26%), and a variety of other sources, as

shown in figure 5.2.2a (Q.39). One fifth (19%) of

respondents have either not received information or

refused to answer the question.

French language respondents are more likely to

have received information from high school guidance

counsellors (27%) than English speaking respondents

(18%), while English speaking respondents are more

likely to have obtained advice from friends (43% 

vs. 32% of French respondents).

Financial advisors are identified as providing the

most valuable (29%) advice on financial aid. Advice

from high school guidance counsellors (14%), friends

(13%), and family (13%) are of equal value (see 

figure 5.2.2b) (Q.40). French-speaking respondents

are more apt to find guidance counsellors as the

most valuable source of information (22%) than

English-speaking respondents (11%), while English-

speaking respondents find financial advisors more

valuable (31%) than French-speakers (21%).

The Internet is the most likely place (24%) parents

would seek out more information about student

financial aid, followed by high school guidance

counsellors (19%), financial advisor (17%), and

financial aid offices (14%), as shown in figure 5.2.2c

(Q.41). French-speaking respondents are more apt

than English-speaking respondents to seek informa-

tion from the government (19% vs. 8%). On the other

hand, English-speaking respondents are more apt to

say they would get more information from the

Internet (27% vs. 10% among French-speakers). 

Figure 5.2.2b — “Which of these turned out to be your most valuable source of information on financial aid?”  
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5.2.3 Parents Generally Well Informed, But Not
Getting All the Facts About Student Loan Interest

Parents’ level of knowledge of PSE financial 

issues was gauged by means of a series of true-false

questions about the facts. Most parents who say at

least one child will likely pursue post-secondary

education are able to correctly identify whether the

statement is true or false, as shown in figure 5.2.3a.

The majority (78%) understand that “loans can be

taken out for all post-secondary education (Q.46).”

Three-quarters (77%) realize that the statement

“anybody can receive government financial aid” is

indeed false (Q.46). Similarly, 68% know that grants

and scholarships do not have to be repaid and 65%

understand that scholarships can be awarded to

candidates other than top athletes and straight “A”

students (see figure 5.2.3) (Q.46). 

Parents appear to be less informed about the tax

policy relating to student loads. Two-fifths (40%) of

respondents think that interest on government

student loans is not a tax credit (Q.46), while 30% do

not know. Only 31% are able to correctly identify that

interest on government student loans can, indeed,

be used as a tax credit.

COMPAS subsequently asked the same question

again to all respondents so as to incorporate both

parents whose children were likely to proceed to PSE

and those whose children were not. The responses

remained roughly the same (Q.50). French language

(73% say “false”) respondents are more apt to know

that scholarships are not only awarded to athletes

and strait ‘A’ students than English speaking 

respondents (57% say “false”), yet are less likely to

correctly answer (44% say false, compared to 24% of

English respondents) the statement regarding the

repayment of scholarship and grant money. 

Figure 5.2.2c — “If you wanted more information about student financial aid where would you be most likely to seek it from?” 
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As education increases, propensity to agree with

false statements decreases. Over three-quarters

(75%) of parents with more than one university

degree answered “false” when asked about scholar-

ship awards for athletes and straight ‘A’ students,

compared to 48% with less than a high school

diploma. Similarly, those with more than one uni-

versity degree (77%) are more likely to know that

scholarships and grants do not have to be repaid,

compared to 38% of those who did not complete

high school. Slightly under three-fifths (58%) of

parents who did not complete high school know that

loans can be taken out for all types of PSE, compared

to 79% with more than one university degree. 

5.2.4 Some Implications

There are differences between French-speaking 

and English-speaking respondents in terms of how

they receive and evaluate information regarding

student financial aid. Financial aid policy-makers

may want to consider disseminating information

through the preferred channel of each language

group. For example, it may be more helpful to use

high school counsellors and government offices to

target French-speaking parents and the Internet or

financial advisors to communicate information to 

English-speaking parents. 

The more educated are parents, the more know-

ledgeable they are about the financial resources for

post-secondary students. It may be helpful to target

this less informed audience with information about

the numerous resources available to students.

Letting them know about sources of financing 

may be a good way to alleviate concerns about the

expensive nature of PSE.

Figure 5.2.3 — Statements Regarding Financial Aid
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Newspaper-reading represents a vital cultural

phenomenon. As reported below, the habit of 

newspaper reading is associated with positive, 

non-short-term attitudes to higher education.

Independently of household income and other

psycho-graphic attributes, newspaper-reading is

associated with a lesser inclination to see PSE as an

expensive or a contingent benefit.

Over half (56%) of respondents subscribe to a news-

paper (Q.7), and almost half (45%) read the paper

every day, while one-quarter (24%) read the paper a

few times per week, as shown in figure 6.1a (Q.8). 

Newspaper readership rises with income. 

Three-fifths (60%) of parents whose household

income is over $90K per year read the paper every

day, compared to less than one third (32%) with a

household income less than $29K. 

Newspaper subscribers are less apt to think about

(factor mean 3.9) the expensive (as described in

section 2.1) aspects of higher education than 

non-subscribers (factor mean 4.2). In addition, the

more frequently a respondent reads the newspaper,

the less likely he or she is to think about the expensive

aspects of higher education (e.g. factor mean 3.9

among daily readers versus 4.6 among annual

readers). This pattern holds true even when 

controlling for income, level of education, and

region. Thus, newspaper-reading embodies a pro-

education culture.

In a similar spirit, non-subscribers are more likely

to think about (factor mean 3.0) the contingent value

(as discussed in section 2.1) of higher education

compared to subscribers (mean 2.8). This pattern

appears to be independent of income, level of

education, and region.  

Avid newspaper readers are more inclined to 

say their children will go on to post-secondary edu-

cation than infrequent readers. Eighty-one percent

of parents who read the newspaper daily say their

oldest child is very likely to continue education after

high school compared to 71% of those who read news-

papers a few times a week, 65% once a week, 64% once

a month, and 59% once a year. Furthermore, 78% of

subscribers say their oldest child will seek higher-

education compared to 67% of non-subscribers. This

pattern appears to hold true even when controlling

for income, level of education, and region.

The vast majority of parents (91%) have reportedly

read at least one book in the past 5 years, averaging

77.8 books read or just over one a month, as shown

in figure 6.1b (Q.11). Females are marginally more

likely to have read a book over the past five years

than are males (95% vs. 87%). Propensity to read

books rises with education. Only 70% of those who

did not complete high school have read a book in 

6.0 Section on Time Usage 

6.1 Newspaper Readers Especially Apt to Say Their Children Will
Pursue Post-Secondary Education, TV Watchers Especially Apt to
Say They Will Not

Figure 6.1a — “How often do you read a newspaper?” 
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the past 5 years, compared to 98% who have more

than one university degree. 

Almost all respondents who have read a book in

the past 5 years are book owners (96%), reportedly

owning an average of 303.1 books (see figure 6.1b)

(Q.13). The number of books a parent owns rises

dramatically with level of education. Those who did

not complete high school reportedly own an average

of 131.2 books, compared to an apparent average of

552.6 books among those who completed more than

one university degree. English-speaking respondents

own on average, more books than French-speaking

respondents (329.8 vs. 201.0 books). 

Respondents in surveys routinely over-state 

their adherence to prestigious or socially approved

behaviours. For example, no election survey has

succeeded in eliciting a rate of past voting that is 

as low as the actual rate of voting as reported 

by Elections Canada. Nonetheless, even by the

customary standards of hyperbole in sample

surveys, the rate of reported reading and ownership

of books seems high. It is possible that respondents

include magazines, pulp fiction, and various other

items under the rubric of books. 

Earlier COMPAS reported that perceived likelihood

of the oldest child moving on to higher education 

is related to newspaper readership. Perceived edu-

cational prospects, i.e. whether the child will attend

higher education in general, do not appear related to

book readership. But book reading, like newspaper

reading, is a predictor of type of intended PSE. 

The more inclined a parent is to read either 

newspapers or books, the more likely the child will

attend university as opposed to community college

or vocational school. Respondents who say they

subscribe to a newspaper are more apt to say (60%)

that their child will likely pursue a university experi-

ence compared to non-subscribers (51%). Of those

who have read a book in the past five years, over half

(57%) say their child is going on to university,

compared to only 44% of those who have not read a

book in the past five years.37

Almost one third of respondents (30%) watch

approximately 1–5 hours of television per week, one-

third (32%) watch 6–10 hours, one-fifth (18%) watch

11–15 hours, and one tenth watch 16–20 (8%) or 20+

(10%) hours per week, as shown in figure 6.1c (Q.9).

Respondents are most apt to watch television news

shows (82%), followed by current events/discussion

shows (61%), arts and culture programs (49%), the

History Channel (45%), and provincial or U.S. public

television (41%) (Q.10). 

In contrast to the impact of newspaper reading,

television watching is negatively associated with PSE

prospects. Parents who say that their oldest child is

very likely to pursue post-secondary education

watch less television per week (31% watch less than

5 hours per week, 8% watch more than 20 hours)

than those who indicate their oldest child is not at all

likely (15% watch less than 5 hours per week, 15%

watch more than 20 hours).

Figure 6.1b — “Approximately how many books 
do you own?” 
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Figure 6.1c — “Approximately how many hours do
you spend watching TV in a typical week?” 
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37. Future research ought to explore the differential impact of book-reading on PSE-related behaviour, distinguishing for example the reading of fiction 
and non-fiction.
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The only possible positive relationship between

television exposure and PSE prospects is a possible

relationship involving the type of television being

watched. Parents whose children are very likely to

pursue higher education appear fractionally more

apt than others to watch current events or discussion

shows (63% vs. 56% for parents whose children are

likely to attend PSE and 54% for those with more

moderate levels of likely attendance). By the same

token, there may be a slight tendency for parents of

children who are very likely to pursue PSE to watch

U.S. or provincial educational television channels

(43% vs. 34% among parents whose children are

likely to pursue PSE). There is no relationship

between a child’s PSE prospects and habits of

viewing news shows, the history channel, or arts and

culture programming.

6.2 Civic Participation Highest
in Alberta; as Participation
Increases, so too Does
Newspaper Readership

Key findings are that newspaper readership and civic

involvement are closely related.38 They may well

reinforce each other. It is safe to presume, given the

correlative findings reported below, that newspaper

reading may well stimulate civic involvement. The

fact of reading newspaper is vital. Book reading is

unrelated statistically to civic involvement, will be

reported below.

Respondents were asked about their participation

in community or non-profit organizations (Q.15), 

religious institutions (Q.17), and political parties

(Q.19). In the past year 69% say they have volunteered

an average of 33.3 times for a community or non-profit

organization and 57% have worshiped an average of

32.8 times at a religious institution. A small propor-

tion (11%) is or has been a member of a political party.

There is a strong positive relationship between

participation in one activity and participation 

in another. Most of those who have signed-up 

with a political party have also volunteered for a 

community or non-profit organization (78%) and

have also worshipped at a religious institution in 

the past year (77%). Similarly, 76% of respondents

who have worshiped at a religious institution have

also volunteered for a community or non-profit

organization. 

Given the strong relationship among the different

types of participation, COMPAS collapsed the three

variables into a single measure of civic participation.

According to this new index, 17% of parents 

are non-participants (not involved in any activities),

37% are low participants (involved with 1 activity),

39% are moderate participants (involved with 

2 activities), and 7% are high participants (involved

in all 3 activities). 

Respondents who have higher levels of education

are more apt to have higher levels of civic participa-

tion. Of those who did not complete high school,

35% are non-participants while none (0%) are 

high participants. Conversely, only 8% of parents

with more than one university degree are non-

participants, while 11% are high participants and

23% are moderate participants.

Newspaper reading and civic involvement are

closely related. Respondents who read a newspaper

everyday are more apt to participate in civic 

activities. Of those who do not participate in any

civic activities (non-participants), 36% read the

paper every day. The rate of daily newspaper reading

rises to 46% of low participants, 48% of moderate

participants, and 55% of high participants. The data

suggest that participation declines with TV viewing.

Participation appears unrelated to book readership. 

38. Putnam among others has written on the importance of newspaper readership and social capital. Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone (New York: Simon
and Schuster, 2000).
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Given the earlier reported findings that newspaper

reading is associated with PSE prospects and that

newspaper reading and civic involvement are

related, one might expect civic involvement to be

related to PSE prospects. That is what the data show.

The more a parent participates in civic activities,

the more apt his or her oldest child is to continue

education past a post-secondary level. Of the

respondents who are non-participants, 63% say it is

very likely their child will pursue a post-secondary

education, compared to 68% of low participants,

80% of moderate participants and 80% of high

participants (see figure 6.2.).

As a parent’s level of civic participation rises, so to

does the likelihood that parent and child have

discussed matters relating to the financing of PSE.

For example, three-quarters of those who are non-

participants (74%) have had the discussion, versus

almost all (94%) of high participants. Respondents

who have higher levels of civic participation are also

more likely to have discussed financial issues relat-

ing to post secondary education with their children.

Only 23% of non-participants have discussed many

times post-secondary financial issues, versus 33% of

low participants, 38% of moderate participants and

42% of high participants.

All respondents claim high levels of participation in

the political process through voting. The vast majority

have reportedly voted in the last provincial election

(85%), the 2000 federal election (84%) and the last local

or municipal election (79%), as shown in figure 6.3

(Q.20). Parents who are classified as high participants

are more apt to have voted than non-participants

in all three elections (federal: 99% vs. 74%; provincial:

97% vs. 79%; and municipal: 90% vs. 70%).

In practice, respondents in this study, as in count-

less others, over-stated their level of participation.

For example, 84% claim to have voted in the 2000

federal election even though Elections Canada

reports a turnout of 62% in that contest.

Parents who vote are especially apt to have

university-bound children. In practice, 59% of

parents who reportedly voted in the 2000 federal

election say their children are university bound

compared to 41% of non-voters. Similar patterns

emerge when comparing provincial or municipal
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Figure 6.2 — “How likely will your oldest child continue education after high school?” by Civic Participation 
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voters to non-voters. Meanwhile, 69% of high parti-

cipants say their child will likely go on to university

compared to 60% of moderate participants, 52% of

low participants, and 50% of non-participants.

Civic participation remains a statistically inde-

pendent correlate of PSE prospects even when

controlling for household income. For example,

among households with income of $ 70,000 or more,

63% of non-participants have children who are very

likely to pursue PSE. This rises to 74% among 

low participants, 87% among medium participants,

and levels off to 84% among high participants.

Among households with incomes of $ 29,000 or less,

the corresponding proportions are 52%, 45%, 68%,

and 63%, respectively. It looks as if the likelihood 

of PSE rises from non-participant households

through to medium-participant households, and

then abates slightly.

It seems as if a culture of civic participation may be

a factor affecting PSE prospects insofar as the civic

participation variable remains a statistical correlate

after controlling for household income. However,

correlation does not necessarily demonstrate causa-

tion. It is possible that civic participation is part 

of a broader nexus of social and cultural attitudes

associated with placing a high value on education

rather than a direct cause of valuing PSE highly.

Further research would be necessary for assessing

whether civic-mindedness is an incidental cultural

correlate as opposed to a driver or cause of valuing

PSE highly.

6.4 Some Implications

Knowledge of parents’ participation in a selection of

non-work related activities, such as how they learn

about current events and their civic participation

can be helpful for two reasons: It can establish 

which communications channels (i.e. newspaper,

television) that the public sector may find useful to

reach parents. For example, COMPAS reported

earlier how over half of respondents subscribe to a

newspaper, and 69% read the paper either every 

day or a few times per week. This indicates that

newspapers may be used as a successful information

channel with parents. 

Knowledge about how parents’ spend their spare

time establishes a relationship between how parents

spend their free time and their children’s educational

pursuits. For example, those who read the news-

paper—regardless of income or education—are more

apt to say their child is more likely to pursue PSE. In

addition, the more television a parent watches, the

less likely their child will pursue higher education. 

Given the strong statistical evidence that news-

paper reading and civic participation among parents

is associated with higher PSE prospects, it follows

that the public sector may have a public spirited

interest in encouraging both kinds of behaviour. Of

course, the potentially complex inter-relationships

between educational and civic participation cultures

within the family may well justify more empirical

research and investigation.

No
Yes

Figure 6.3 — “Please tell me whether you voted…”
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Throughout this report we have discussed the differences between those who view higher education as 

a necessity and those who view it as expensive. As the summary table of findings indicates, most of the 

differences among demographic factors are with the expensive and contingent value factor. 

7.0 Necessary vs. Expensive 
Themes Re-Visited 

Necessity (a factor among the preoccupations of parents
when thinking of PSE, table 2.1a) and Intrinsic Benefits
(a factor in advice provided to a friend, table 2.1b)

Expensive (a factor among the preoccupations of parents
when thinking of PSE, table 2.1a) and Contingent Value
(a practicality factor in advice provided to a friend, 
table 2.1b)

• Parents who say their child will pursue a university
degree or college degree are more apt to think about 
the necessity of education than those who predict their
children will move on to a vocational institution.

• There is no statistical relation between the PSE desti-
nation of a young person, as perceived by the parent,
and whether the parent would counsel a friend on the
importance of the intrinsic benefits of PSE.

• Preoccupation with the expensive nature of post-secondary
education declines as income and education rise.

• Preoccupation with the expensive nature of post-secondary
education is lower among those who say the child should
pay for PSE.

• Parents in Quebec appear to be the least concerned about
the expensive aspect of post-secondary education while
residents of Atlantic and Ontario are the most concerned.

• Agreement with the contingent value factor (i.e. emphasis
on the practical benefits of PSE) declines as education and
income rise and also as the perceived likelihood that child
will attend university rises.

• Parents who are motivated by the earning power of a
degree are especially prone to agree with the contingent
value reasoning that a parent-respondent would provide to
a friend.

• Frequency of discussing financial issues with children is
lowest among parents who agree with the contingent value
reasoning about PSE.

• Newspaper subscribers are less apt to think about the
expensive and contingent value aspects of higher education
than non-subscribers. The more frequently a respondent
reads the newspaper, the less likely he/she is to think 
about the expensive aspects of PSE. These patterns hold
true even when controlling for income, level of education, 
and region.

Table 7.0 — Summary of Findings
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The purpose of this study was to provide a better

understanding of how families perceive and prepare

for the post-secondary education (PSE) options of

their children. Some of our findings duplicate the

findings of other studies, for example, evidence of

current family savings practices that is consistent

with SAEP findings.

Some of our findings explore themes that have

been examined in some other studies, albeit using

different tools. For example, our factor analysis 

identified two types of parents with respect to

educational values—those who focus on PSE as an

expensive option or contingent value vs. those who

focus on it as a necessity providing intrinsic benefits.

Some of our findings appear to chart new ground.

For example, our data analysis reveals that PSE

prospects are related to various kinds of civic and

communications habits. PSE prospects rise with

civic participation, book reading, and newspaper

consumption while they decline with television

consumption. Future research may reveal to what

extent such civic and communications habits are

part of a zeitgeist of educational engagement or

actual drivers of PSE aspirations.

8.0 Conclusion 
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