
Presented to you jointly by

Investing in the Next Generation



1 CASA | ACAE

Executive Summary

Over the past 25 years, Canada’s post-secondary 
system has dramatically transformed. Since 
1995 there has been: the introduction of the 
Millennium Scholarship Foundation and then 
Canada Student Grants; a sweep of changes to 
the Canada Student Loan Program; investments 
in research for colleges, undergraduate, and 
graduate schools and students; and the creation of 
programs to foster better access to post-secondary 
for Indigenous Peoples, to name a few.

There is no doubt that investments in education 
by the federal government are investments in the 
prosperous future of this country, and the people 
who live here. As the Canadian Alliance of Student 
Associations enters its 25th year of advocating 
for students, we are proud to reflect upon the 
improvements that have been made to the 
accessibility, affordability, innovation and quality 
of post-secondary education in Canada, and see the 
work of students past and present reflected within 
the system that we see today. Whether it be directly 
in budget lines or in the footnotes of committee 
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recommendations, a history of students working 
hard to put money directly back into students’ 
pockets is deeply embedded in the foundation of 
this country’s post-secondary landscape.There 
have been a variety of investments over recent 
years that have prioritized reducing the upfront 
costs of an education for those who need it most, 
and this is worth celebrating. But it is also worth 
examining the persistent gaps that allow those who 
want to pursue an education to fall through the 
cracks. There are over 2 million post-secondary 
students in Canada at this moment - from various 
walks of life and fields of study, facing different 
struggles while they participate in their post-
secondary communities. While no student can be 
painted with the same brush, it is our hope that 
this document will illuminate the experiences of 
students in Canada, and how the Canadian Alliance 
of Student Associations, the Quebec Student Union 
and the federal government can work together to 
make sure that no one wanting a post-secondary 
education gets left behind.
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Expanding Canada Student Grants

1 https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-626-x/11-626-x2017070-eng.htm
2 https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-enm/2011/as-sa/99-012-x/99-012-x2011003_3-eng.cfm
3 https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/education/student-aid/grants-loans/repay-student-loan.html
4 https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3710003601&pickMembers%5B0%5D=1.1&pickMembers%5B1%5D=3.1
5 Flaherty, James. Responsible Leadership: The Budget Plan 2008. Ministry of Finance. 2008. Accessed online: http://www.budget.gc.ca/2008/pdf/plan-eng.pdf, p 111.
6 2018 Graduating University Student Survey: Master Report (Canadian University Survey Consortium, July 2018). Accessed online: http://cusc-ccreu.ca/?page_id=32&lang=en

Significant steps have been taken by the federal 
government to improve access to post-secondary, 
but there is still a substantial portion of the 
population that faces barriers to attending. A 
prominent factor that determines a person’s ability 
to attend post-secondary in Canada continues 
to be their socioeconomic status. While people 
from Canada’s highest income quintile attend 
post-secondary at a rate of 78.7%, only 47.1% of 
Canadians in the lowest income quintile attend 
post-secondary.1 Further inequalities remain for 
marginalized populations. A survey of Indigenous 
Peoples indicated that only 48.8% of respondents 
had a post-secondary credential.2

$33,000
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Average Debt by Credential

While Canada’s economy benefits from an 
educated population, the debt that many students 
are required to take on often outlasts the time 

they spend in post-secondary, as the standard 
repayment time for a Canada Student Loan is 9.5 
years.3 Depending on the stream of post-secondary 
that a student chooses, those who require financial 
assistance can expect to take on $15,000 - $33,000 
in debt.4 Considering that students from low 
and middle income families are prone to debt 
aversion, upfront needs-based grants are a useful 
mechanism to reduce upfront barriers while not 
increasing debt loads.

Canada Student Grants (CSGs), function as 
an upfront, needs-based grant with the aim 
of “improving post-secondary education 
participation and completion rates – particularly 
for underrepresented students”.5 Those needing 
financial assistance from the Government to attend 
post-secondary are now automatically considered 
for a portion of their loans to be covered by non-
repayable grants when applying for a Canada 
Student Loan. CASA has long emphasized that 
upfront and non-repayable financial aid is the 
most effective way to help low and middle income 
students access post-secondary education. 
However, debt loads that students are incurring 
during their time in post-secondary remains a key 
factor in many students’ decision on whether or not 
to pursue more education after their first degree.6

CASA maintains that Canada Student Grants are 
a progressive mechanism to reduce barriers to 
post-secondary. In order to foster the accessibility 
and affordability of post-secondary in Canada, and 
for Canada Student Grants to meet their intended 
purpose, continued investments are required.

 » CASA recommends that the federal government 
increase the Canada Student Grant for low and 
middle income students by 40%, from $3,000 to 
$4,200 per academic year at an annual cost of 
$395 million.

Extension of Interest-Free Grace Period

7 https://www.budget.gc.ca/2016/docs/plan/budget2016-en.pdf PAGE 67
8 https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/canada-student-loans-grants/reports/cslp-annual-2016-2017.html
9 https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/181204/dq181204a-eng.htm
10 https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/corporate/notices/budget.html
11 https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/181204/cg-a003-eng.htm

As the final projects, papers, and exams come to 
an end, students are able to celebrate as they cross 
the stage on graduation day and receive their 
degree. The celebration may be short-lived, as 
students transition to recent graduates searching 
for employment that puts their degrees to use. 
This transition period can be a stressful time for 
recent graduates. This stress compounds for any 
graduate who will begin making payments on 
their Canada Student Loans six months after they 
have graduated.

Programs like the Repayment Assistance Plan 
are helping to mitigate financial challenges 
that recent graduates might encounter as 
they transition to employment. Through the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, individuals are not 
required to make Canada Student Loan payments 
until they are making more than $25,000 per 
year.7 Usage of the Repayment Assistance Plan 
has been steadily increasing in recent years. 
Between the 2015-2016 and 2016-2017 alone, 
usage of the program increased by 11%.8 While 
this demonstrates that more students are getting 

government support when they struggle with 
repayment, it does signal that more students need 
assistance.

Employment incomes for post-secondary graduates 
are lowest in the first year after graduation and 
gradually rise every year after. While annual 
income varies by the level of education one has, 
graduates of post-secondary typically begin to 
see their income rise between two to five years 
out of study.9 CASA has long advocated for an 
interest-free grace period for Canada Student Loan 
borrowers and was pleased to see a six month grace 
period introduced in Budget 2019.10 However, given 
the increase in usage of the Repayment Assistance 
Plan in recent years, paired with anticipated lower 
income levels for two years after graduation, a 
longer adjustment period between graduation and 
repayment for Canada Student Loan is needed.11

 » CASA calls on the federal government to increase 
the interest-free grace period on Canada Student 
Loans from 6 months to 24 months, at an overall 
cost of $411 million.

2 years post-grad 5 years post-grad
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Average Annual Earnings Post-Graduation
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Pause on Repayment for New Parents

12 https://cusc-ccreu.ca/?page_id=32&lang=en
13 200,000 EI Parental Leave claimants -Jennifer Robson, “Parental Benefits in Canada: Which Way Forward?” IRPP Study 63 (March 2017): 3-4. Accessed online: http://irpp.org/

wp-content/uploads/2017/03/study-no63.pdf
14 https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/ei/ei-maternity-parental.html
15 Building a Strong Middle Class: Budget 2017 (Tabled in the House of Commons by the Honourable William Francis Morneau, March 22, 2017). Accessed online: http://www.

budget.gc.ca/2017/docs/plan/budget-2017-en.pdf
16 Analysis: Daycare Fees Continue to Rise Across Canada
https://www.ctvnews.ca/features/analysis-daycare-fees-continue-to-rise-across-canada-1.3940099
17 Time Out: Child Care Fees in Canada 2017, https://www.policyalternatives.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/publications/National%20Office/2017/12/Time%20Out.pdf, Canadian 

Centre for Policy Alternatives
18 Brandie Weikle, Child-care costs ‘astronomical’ in most of Canada, despite progress in some provinces, https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/childcare-costs-cana-

da-1.5008106, CBC News, Feb 07, 2019
19 Three in Four (77%) Canadian Graduates Under 40 Regret Taking on Student Debt
https://www.ipsos.com/en-ca/news-polls/BDO-student-debt-2017-09-18

Given that the average Canada Student Loan 
borrower is paying back their loans well into their 
thirties, many borrowers end up shouldering 
expenses from both student debt and child care. 
As graduates of post-secondary adjust to becoming 
a parent, or transition back to work with young 
children in child care, they are still obligated to 
make payments on their Canada Student Loans at 
a rate of $335 per month on average.12 The federal 
government has an opportunity to help mitigate 
the financial strain that new parents experience 
by providing those with student loans an option to 
pause their repayment.
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According to the Institute for Research on Public 
Policy, almost 200,000 individuals claim Employment 
Insurance parental leave benefits annually.13 During 
parental leave, only 55% of regular income is secured 
over a 12 month period, or 33% of regular income 
over the course of 18 month leave.14 New parents 
are bound to experience an increased cost of living 

with substantially lower incomes. Despite this, 
they are still required to make full payments on 
their student loans. This has a significant impact 
on new mothers in particular, as women make up 
60% of Canada Student Loan borrowers and 66% 
of Repayment Assistance users.15 For those with 
student debt, this transition to parenthood and 
period of living on reduced income comes with the 
additional stress of managing one’s debt load.

Canadian families spend almost one-quarter of their 
income on child care, one of the highest amounts 
in the world, according to the OECD.16 The cost of 
daycare is generally most expensive before a child 
enters elementary school. Depending on where you 
live in Canada, daycare for one toddler can cost as 
much as $1,354 a month, or $16,248 a year.17 David 
MacDonald, a Senior Economist at the Canadian 
Centre for Policy Alternatives highlights that 
childcare is “...often the second biggest expense for 
parents after rent or mortgage.”18 Recognizing that 
childcare is a necessary expense for many families in 
Canada, a pause on the repayment of student loans 
has the potential to alleviate years of financial strain 
in households across the country.

 » CASA calls on the federal government to allow 
graduates on student loan repayment to enter into 
an interest free grace period in the early years 
of their children’s lives, at an estimated cost of 
approximately $281 million.

 

In a survey conducted by IPSOS, 46% of graduates 
with debt delayed purchasing a home, while another 

24% made he decision to delay having children.19

United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples

20  https://indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/un_declaration_on_the_rights_of_indigenous_peoples/
21  Fact Sheet: First Nations Post-Secondary Education (Assembly of First Nations). Accessed online: https://www.afn.ca/uploads/files/pse-fact-sheet.pdf
22  https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-enm/2011/as-sa/99-012-x/99-012-x2011003_3-eng.cfm

In 2016, the Government of Canada officially became 
a signatory to the United Nations Declarations of 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). While this 
was a step in the right direction in recognizing and 
rectifying the wrongs done to Indigenous Peoples 
in Canada, International Law does not bind the 
Government of Canada to act on or implement the 
provisions contained in the document.

The purpose of UNDRIP is to enshrine the rights 
that “constitute the minimum standards for the 
survival, dignity, and well-being of the Indigenous 
Peoples of the world”.20 Critical to the well-being of 
Indigenous peoples in Canada is their level of access 
to education, in particular post-secondary. While the 
number of Indigenous students in post-secondary 
has been growing in recent years, the evidence is 
clear that Indigenous students continue to face 
significant barriers.

According to the Assembly of First Nations, 7 in 10 
First Nations Youth want to participate in post-
secondary education21, but a survey conducted 
on the educational attainment of Indigenous 
Peoples in Canada indicated that only 48.4% of 
Indigenous peoples had a post-secondary credential, 
compared with 64.7% of non-Indigenous Peoples.22 
While investments in programs like the Post-
Secondary Student Support Program, Inuit and 
Metis education strategy are aiding in bridging 
the financial gap that contributing to the access of 
post-secondary for Indigenous Peoples, the ongoing 
impacts of colonialism and racism play a key role 
in contributing to the underrepresentation of 
Indigenous peoples in the Canadian post-secondary 
system.

While UNDRIP is a broad declaration when it comes 
to the rights of Indigenous peoples, there are several 
provisions contained within the declaration that are 

particular to the rights of Indigenous Peoples’ access 
to education. The adoption and implementation of 
UNDRIP, enshrined in Federal legislation, will be a 
strong step toward ensuring that Indigenous Peoples 
in Canada are afforded the rights and privileges that 
they deserve.

 » CASA recommends that the Government of Canada 
adopt the United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples.

 » CASA recommends that the federal government, 
following the adoption of UNDRIP, make 
the necessary investments to support the 
implementation of the Rights there within.

ARTICLE 14

1. Indigenous peoples have the right to
establish and control their educational 
systems and institutions providing
education in their own languages, in a
manner appropriate to their cultural methods
of teaching and learning.

2. Indigenous individuals, particularly children,
have the right to all levels and forms of
education of the State without discrimination.

ARTICLE 21

1. Indigenous peoples have the right,
without discrimination, to the improvement
of their economic and social conditions,
including, inter alia, in the areas of education,
employment, vocational training and
retraining, housing, sanitation, health
and social security.
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Co-op and Internships for 
International Students

23  https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/181128/dq181128c-eng.htm
24  Ibid .
25  How Does Co-op Work? International Students (Carleton University). Accessed online: https://carleton.ca/co- op/how-does-co-op-work/international-students/
26  Co-op work permit (University of British Columbia, Student Services). Accessed online: https://students.ubc.ca/career/career-resources/working-canada/co-op-work-permit

For the past two decades, the number of international 
students enrolled in Canadian post-secondary 
institutions has grown at a rate higher than that 
of domestic students. 23 Increases in international 
student enrolments in Canada are a result of a variety 
of factors, including targeted recruitment programs 
and policies, the quality of postsecondary education, 
and the appeal of Canada as a study destination.24 
Despite paying high tuition fees, international 
students face barriers to some educational 
opportunities that make a Canadian post-secondary 
education so valuable. Work-integrated learning, such 
as co-ops or internships, are increasingly seen as an 
important component of a high-quality education. 
Unfortunately, many international students struggle 
with access to these experiences.

“Work on reducing application 
processing times, improving the 

department’s service
delivery and client services to 
make them timelier and less 
complicated, and enhancing 

system e�ciency, including in 
the asylum system”.

Minister’s Mandate Letter

For international students to participate in work-
integrated learning, they must obtain a co-op or 
internship work permit. There are a number of ways 
these permits (which differ from study permits) 
create barriers to accessing work-integrated learning. 
First, they are only valid for a year and therefore need 
to be applied for annually.25 Further, timelines for 
getting co-op permits approved differ in length, 
meaning an international student’s ability to 
participate in valuable work experience may be 

limited. Finally, the current guidelines for co-op 
permit eligibility is restricted to include only work 
that is integral to a student’s program of study, which 
prevents international students from participating in 
optional co-op routes.26

Given that international students are integral to 
our post-secondary system and that they pay high 
tuition fees they deserve a high-quality education 
in return. International students should be able to 
participate in the same types of work-integrated 
learning opportunities that domestic students enjoy 
without additional barriers. Reducing barriers for 
international students to participate in co-op and 
internships will help them get the job experience they 
need to stay in Canada after graduation. International 
students who choose to stay in Canada following 
graduation, have the potential to become important 
contributors in many economic sectors that need 
additional skilled workers.

 » CASA calls on the federal government to allow 
international students to do an internship or co-op 
under their study permit rather than requiring them 
to get a separate co-op or intern work permit.

0 3 6 9 12 15

International Student Community
Contribution to Canada’s GDP

2015

2016

$10.5 Billion

$12.8 Billion 

Student Representation on 
Canada’s Granting Agencies

27  FAÉCUM. 2018. « Financement des programmes étudiants au sein des organismes subventionnaires fédéraux ».
28  https://www.budget.gc.ca/2018/docs/plan/chap-02-en.html#Investing-in-Canadian-Scientists-and-Researchers (accessed online)
29  https://rcr.ethics.gc.ca/eng/framework-cadre.html
30  James R. Mitchell, A Review of NSERC and SSHRC (Report prepared for Industry Canada, December 15, 2006).
31  “Funding Decisions,” Canadian Institutes of Health Research. Accessed online: http://www.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/e/38021.html; “Funding Decisions,” Natural Sciences and Engineer-

ing Research Council of Canada. Accessed online: http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/nserc-crsng/fundingdeci- sions-decisionsfinancement/index_eng.asp; “Competition Results,” 
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council. Accessed online http:// www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/results-resultats/index-eng.aspx.

The expansion of knowledge through original 
research is a core function of many post-
secondary institutions in Canada. Canadian 
post-secondary students are often at the leading 
edge of this research. Between 2011 and 2015 
cuts to research funding in Canada left students 
at a significant disadvantage27. In fact, student 
scholarship programs of Canada’s Granting 
Agencies absorbed almost 75% of these cuts. 
Although there have been a series of subsequent 
reinvestments in student research, including an 
historic investment of $925 million for student 
research through Canada’s Granting Agencies,28 
a structural problem remains.

Canada’s Granting Agencies each have their own 
structure, with similarities among them. The 
Social Sciences Humanities Research Council 
(SSHRC), the Natural Science and Engineering 
Research Council (NSERC), and the Canadian 
Institutes of Health Research (CIHR) each have 
their own board of directors, composed of 18, 
20, and 18 members respectively appointed by 
the Government of Canada. These appointments 
include members of the private sector or 
academia, but rarely the student community.

Students are frequently impacted by Canada’s 
Granting Agencies policies that they have not had 
input on creating. For example, changes made to 
the Framework for the Responsible Conduct of 
Research, which governs research ethics, impacts 
university-level research ethics policies.29 This 
affects all student research that is required to 
undergo ethics reviews. Where Canada’s Granting 
Agencies are responsible for overseeing the 
allocation of budgetary appropriations granted by 
the federal government to their various programs, 

obtaining student representation on these 
decision-making bodies is essential to ensure that 
the student community has its fair share in federal 
research funding.

Previous reviews of Canada’s Granting Agencies 
have highlighted the need to better support and 
encourage younger members of the research 
community.30 The federal government has an 
opportunity to ensure that student researchers 
see themselves within the decisions that are being 
made at the Granting Agency level, and foster the 
growth of Canada’s student researchers by giving 

them a seat at the table.31

The Canada Graduate Scholarships
and Post-Doctoral Fellowships funds

approximately 2,500 Master’s student,
5,000 PhD students, and 700

post-doctoral fellows at any time 31

 » CASA and QSU recommend that Canada’s 
Granting Agencies reserve at least one place 
on their respective boards of directors for a 
representative of the graduate student community 
following the recommendation of their peers. 
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Summary of 
Recommendations 

CASA recommends that the federal government 
increase the Canada Student Grant for low and 
middle income students by 40%, from $3,000 to 
$4,200 per academic year.

CASA calls on the federal government to increase 
the interest-free grace period on Canada Student 
Loans from 6 months to 24 months. 

CASA calls on the federal government to allow 
graduates on student loan repayment to enter into 
an interest free grace period in the early years of 
their children’s lives

CASA recommends that the federal government 
adopt the United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples. CASA further recommends 
that the federal government, following the 
adoption of UNDRIP, make the necessary 
investments to support the implementation of the 
Rights there within.

CASA calls on the federal government to allow 
international students to do an internship or co-op 
under their study permit rather than requiring 
them to get a separate co-op or intern work permit. 

CASA and QSU recommend that Canada’s Granting 
Agencies reserve at least one place on their 
respective boards of directors for a representative 
of the graduate student community following the 
recommendation of their peers.

$395 Million annually

$411 Million 

$281 Million

Costs cannot be 
estimated at this time

Administrative costs of 
approximately 
$1 Million

$0



CASA’s Members

About CASA

About QSU

Established in 1995, the Canadian Alliance of Student 
Associations (CASA) is a non-partisan, not-for-
profit, student organization composed of 23 student 
associations representing 280,000 post-secondary 
students from coast to coast. Through its partnership 
with the Quebec Students Union (QSU), CASA presents 
a national student voice to the federal government. 
CASA advocates for a Canadian post-secondary 
education system that is accessible, affordable, 
innovative and of the highest quality.

The Quebec Student Union’s mission is to defend 
the rights and interests of the student community, 
of its member associations, and of their members, 
by promoting, protecting, and improving the 
conditions of students and those of local and 
international communities.
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Together, we represent 365,000 students across Canada.


