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Canada’s population is aging and our labour force is in decline. Our future prosperity depends more 
than ever on two crucial resources: highly educated people and world-class research. The success of our 
colleges, universities, and students is critical to sustained economic growth and the societal wellbeing of 
our nation. Increasing the amount of post-secondary graduates in Canada will help to provide much 
needed labour market flexibility in the years to come.  

The incentives for individuals to get a college or university education are obvious, but the opportunity to 
attend is unequal and the associated costs are increasingly high. Students and youth across Canada 
believe that no barrier should stand between any willing and qualified person and a high quality 
post-secondary education.

Canada’s post-secondary education system is a magnet for global talent. Just as more students from 
around the world are learning in new settings, digitized content now allows access to ideas from 
anywhere. Knowledge is now created and shaped in a global context and the policy environment 
surrounding our research has to keep pace if Canada is to persist as a world leader.

Accelerating technological advancements guarantee that change will happen at a faster rate and on a 
larger scale than in the past. In this environment, Canadians will find that the most useful tool for 
achieving success is knowledge. It will be vital to improve not only the quality and impact of research 
outcomes in Canada, but also the distribution and communication of these outcomes to a global 
community. 

Canadians expect their federal government to play a leading role in providing financial assistance, as 
well as funding world-class research. 

Executive Summary
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Workers and Workers Needed to Maintain Economic Growth in Canada

Workers needed to 
maintain economic 
growth

Projected available 
workers

(Source: Statistics Canada, RBC Economics Research)
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Accessibility

The Impact of Research

Recommendations

CASA recommends a 25% per-recipient increase to grants for students from low and 
middle-income families. We estimate this would cost government $164 million. This 
investment would stimulate the economy by reducing debt and improving persistence 
for the 320,000 students who qualify for the program.

CASA recommends that the federal government fully exempt in-study income from the 
assessment of borrower assets in the CSLP.

CASA recommends that the federal government exempt the value of one vehicle in the 
assessment of borrower assets in the CSLP.

CASA recommends that the federal government implement a study to examine the 
possible outcomes of implementing an Open Access strategy for publicly funded 
research conducted at Canada’s universities and colleges.

CASA recommends that all recipients of funds provided by the federal research 
granting agencies SSHRC, NSERC, and CIHR, be required to make their research 
findings available in an Open Access format that respects the intellectual property 
rights of the researcher.

CASA recommends that Canada’s national granting agencies provide funding only to 
researchers at universities that respect certain criteria concerning student intellectual 
property ownership. 

CASA recommends that the Governor in Council appoint a student representative to 
each of the governing councils of the federal granting agencies: SSHRC, NSERC, and 
CIHR.
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Canada needs more educated people with less debt.

Acquiring a post-secondary education is the most valuable investment a person can make. Equally, to 
sustain economic prosperity, the best investment government can make is to expand the capacity of its 
domestic workforce. 

Young working Canadians, and recent graduates soon to join their ranks, are facing unprecedented 
challenges. Summer employment for students aged 15-24 stood at a dismally low 47.9% in 2012.1 In 
recent years, the ability to save summer earnings for post-secondary education has dwindled 
significantly. Coupled with higher associated costs, acquiring the necessary funds to go to school is more 
difficult for many students. Students are working more hours while in-study to help close the gap. 
Furthermore, the importance of effective financial assistance is greater than ever, as more students rely 
on borrowing to fund their education.

Last year, 425 000 students in Canada depended on support from the Canada Student Loans Program 
(CSLP) to attend university or college.2 Half of these students said that without this support they would 
have had no choice but to abandon or delay their studies.3 Reducing debt for students who have the 
most need should be a priority for government. 

The Canada Student Grants Program (CSGP) provided non-repayable support to 320,000 students in 
2010-2011.4 These up-front grants are awarded to individuals from low and middle-income backgrounds 
and are wisely targeted where financial support is needed the most. Unfortunately, rising costs diminish 
the impact of these grants for each student who receives them. 

More students are turning to employment during the academic year to help make ends meet. They need 
this income for tuition, books or the high cost of living. Some are looking to gain work experience that 
will help them find a job after graduation or perhaps they are supporting dependents. The policy of 
reducing financial assistance for students who earn more than $100 per week discourages work 
experience and punishes students who need extra income.

The federal government needs to make changes that eliminate the guesswork associated with getting a 
loan and that respond to the changing realities facing students in Canada. An investment in students 
today is an investment in the prosperity of Canada tomorrow.

Fixing Financial Assistance for Canada’s Students
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At present Canada has an educational advantage that 
it must capitalize upon. Canada has the highest 
post-secondary completion rates in the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 
but other nations are rapidly closing the gap.5 As the 
OECD has noted, educational attainment is an 
important indicator of available human capital 
throughout the population and labour force.6 
Unfortunately, there is no assurance that Canada can 
maintain its relatively high level of attainment given 
an increased focus on developing post-secondary 
education capacities in other countries.

In the coming years, Canadians of all ages will feel 
the pressure of an aging labour force. Canadians 
understand that providing the labour force with 
highly educated and well-trained graduates will be 
necessary to ensure economic growth and continued 
societal wellbeing. These truths are especially 
relevant given the rapid pace of change precipitated 
by improvements in technology and communication. 
In the decades to follow, participants in the global 
knowledge economy will not wait for Canada to catch 
up. 

The global knowledge economy is growing rapidly. Canada can ill afford to stand on the sidelines and 
watch as it is outdone by other nations working to improve access to post-secondary education. The 
most valuable foregone resource in Canada is untapped human capital. The intellect and potential of 
individuals who wish to attend post-secondary education is not adequately encouraged when they face 
barriers to participation. 

The CSGP has provided non-repayable grants to low and middle-income students 
since fall 2009. The Program has already been effective at reducing debt loads. By 
2010-2011 the average federal loan was down $461 to $5,226. 

Better funded grants: increasing accessibility and 
reducing debt for graduates

Productivity and Dependency growth rate projection
Annual rate 
of growth (%)

Productivity growth rate (following historical trend)
Dependency ratio projected rate of growth
Household debt growth rate (following historical trends)

1990-2000    2000-2011     2011-2021      2021-2031  
0

7.5 

15  

22.5  

(Source: Statistics Canada, Bank of Canada)
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From July 2008 to July 2012, over 1,000,000 new jobs were created for university and college graduates 
while those without post-secondary education saw a net loss of 640,000 jobs in Canada.7 Non-repayable 
grants offer an opportunity to attend and complete post-secondary education for individuals who would 
have otherwise had more difficulty in doing so.  

The number of students using financial assistance to attend post-secondary education in Canada has 
grown. Last year 425,000 students accessed the CSLP and 320,000 were given funding from the CSGP8. It 
is crucial to provide enough funding to students so they are able to attend post-secondary institutions, 
but high levels of debt are problematic for graduates and the economy.

Statistics Canada has revealed that graduates who borrow to fund their education are significantly less 
likely to have savings and investments than graduates who do not borrow.9 Borrowers are less likely to 
own their own homes, and have fewer assets.10 Graduates who borrow to fund their education have 
lower net worth during an important transitional phase in life. More students are borrowing to pay for 
their education, and the proportion of students with high debt is rising. Taken together, this evidence 
points to a serious risk to quality of life and Canada’s economy.

Investing in up-front grants will help those who need assistance the most to attend post-secondary 
institutions. Persistence in post-secondary education is related to sources of funding; those who borrow 
more increase their risk of dropping out. Fortunately, receiving just a portion of their financial aid as a 
non-repayable grant has been shown to improve their chances at success.11

To grow the economy and ensure long-term prosperity, Canada needs more educated people with less 
debt. Increasing the per-student funding provided by the CSGP is an important step toward reaching 
that goal.

CASA believes that it is important to support and improve this valuable program. 

CASA recommends a 25% per-recipient increase to grants for students from low and 
middle-income families. We estimate this would cost government $164 million. This 
investment would stimulate the economy by reducing debt and improving persistence 
for the 320,000 students who qualify for the program. 

Students who qualify for CSGP receive 
$250 per month of study if they come 
from a low-income family and $100 
per month if they come from a 
middle-income family.

Since the introduction of the CSGP in 
fall 2009 average undergraduate tuition 
has increased 13% and summer         
employment has remained at historically 
low levels for 15 to 24 year olds.
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As costs rise it is not surprising that students are exploring multiple avenues to fund their education. A 
high level of unmet financial need follows many students to campus, making it necessary for them to 
find employment to close the funding gap. With summer employment at historically low levels, work 
during the study period has become increasingly important for students who support themselves. At this 
time especially, no Canadian should be penalized for earning an income.

A recent survey conducted at Canadian universities indicated that 26% of students were very concerned 
they would not have the funds to complete a post-secondary program.12 In 2011, nearly 60% of students 
in Canada worked while enrolled and, on average, worked 18 hours per week.13 Working while studying 
has moved from being an anomaly to the norm for Canada’s students.

Students have traditionally depended on personal savings, 
and savings from summer employment to fund their 
studies. Between 1977 and 2008 summer student 
employment averaged around 70%.14 Summer 2012 saw the 
student employment rate dip to 47.9%.15 This reality makes 
it more difficult for many students to save, hindering their 
ability to fund their education.

Employment support on campuses offers an increased opportunity for students to fund their studies 
during the academic year. Over one quarter of students would like to see their institutions invest in 
more opportunities for on campus employment.16 This clearly indicates that for working students, 
employment income is essential.

The student loan application process treats summer savings and in-study income as assets. Students are 
also required to estimate what they expect to earn during the in-study period. For many this is very 
problematic. 

Under this policy, a student who has received the maximum loan or grant award for their jurisdiction 
but who still needs more income, will be punished for working more hours.

The government has recently increased the in-study income exemption from $50 per week to $100 per 
week. This move was a step in the right direction. However, for those who have to work while studying, 
many unknowns still remain when applying for assistance.

Working while studying 
has moved from being an 
anomaly to the norm for 
Canada’s students.

In-Study Income Exemption

      A student who depends on in-study income:

- May not know where they will work during the school year;
- May have difficulty accurately predicting their wages;
- Cannot know how many hours they will work per week; and worst of all
- Risks not even being able to find employment.
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For students concerned about funding their education, this policy over-complicates the matter. For one, 
if a student is unsure about their employment prospects they will be deterred from working altogether 
because they don’t want to lose out on the amount that could be made available through the CSLP.

Recent graduates have stepped into one of the worst labour markets for youth that Canada has ever seen. 
In many cases, having work experience improves the ability for young graduates to get a job.

University and college may not be the largest investment today’s students make, but it is certainly the 
most important. Government should remove the guesswork from the financial assistance assessment 
process. CSLP needs to be fair for those who work to cover costs while attending post-secondary 
education. 

“I did not have savings since I did not live at home this summer. All the money I made went 
into rent and living expenses, [I was] asked to estimate what my income would be during the 
study period, but since I am an hourly employee, it’s very difficult for me to do so.”
 
    —Nariné Martiros-Gharakhanian, University of Ottawa

Nariné was asked to repay $1675 in over awarded financial assistance before she could receive 
her loan for 2012-2013. She worked too many hours in 2011-2012.

CASA recommends government fully exempt in-study income from the assessment of 
borrower assets in the CSLP.
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For many students attending university and college the only option they have is to live off campus and 
commute to class. 

Over 42% of young adults, aged 20 to 29, lived in the parental home in 2011.17 This is far higher than the 
26.9% of young adults living at home in 1981.18 Multiple factors contribute to the increase, but higher 
housing costs, a challenging job market, and attending post-secondary education have been identified as 
probable causes.

In 2011, it was reported that 35% of students had a commute of over 30 minutes to get to campus.19 The 
same report highlighted that 46% of students relied on a vehicle, either by driving alone or in a car pool, 
to get to school. This poses a challenge, particularly in rural and remote communities that are a greater 
distance from educational institutions. Additionally, the transit infrastructure in smaller, non-urban 
communities is less developed or, in some cases, non-existent. 

It has been shown that living farther from a university diminishes the 
likelihood a person will attend, irrespective of other factors associated 
with participation.20 Students who live between 40km and 80km from 
a university are only 69% as likely to attend university as those who 
live closer.21 For those who live beyond 80km from an institution the 
number is even lower.

Students who own a vehicle are required to report the value of that vehicle when applying to the CSLP as 
part of the assessment of borrower assets, the value of the vehicle counts against the loan awarded to a 
student, unless the vehicle is valued at less than $5,000. This $5,000 vehicle exemption was introduced in 
2001 and has not been reassessed since. Recently, one study showed the average price of a used car from 
a private seller in Canada was $11,400.i From a dealership the price is nearly double.ii The price of a safe 
and reliable vehicle has now vastly outstripped the value of the vehicle exemption. 

Of student loans borrowers in 2009-2010, over 84,000 students claimed a vehicle in their CLSP 
application.iii Of those who claimed a vehicle valued above the $5000 exemption, 42% were denied a 
loan.iv

The assessment of borrower assets in the CLSP has failed to keep pace with the expenses incurred by 
those trying to attend college and university. Fairness for vehicle-reliant students is an important step to 
encouraging post-secondary education for rural Canadians.

CASA recommends that the government exempt the value of one vehicle in the 
assessment of borrower assets in the CSLP.

Vehicle Exemption

46% of students rely 
on a vehicle, either 
driving alone or in a 
car pool, to get to class.



9

Research conducted at universities and colleges is the foundation of Canadian innovation. Students, 
instructors, and staff work collaboratively at Canada’s universities and colleges to produce the 
world-class research that leads to innovation and potentially commercialization. Canada’s 
post-secondary research community relentlessly pursues vastly diverse improvements to products and 
processes that can increase productivity and prosperity for Canadians.

In recent years, Canada has fallen behind other OECD nations in terms of productivity growth. This is 
troubling as productivity growth is a key to increasing per capita incomes, a core measure of quality of 
life. Canadians will have to be more productive in the years ahead. Enhancing Canada’s research capacity 
and maximizing its impact will have positive implications for all segments of Canadian society. 

Without the continual effort of students much of the research at universities and colleges in Canada 
would be impossible. Ultimately, students are the end recipients of a great deal of the research funding 
provided by government. As participants in research today, and the leaders of discovery tomorrow, 
students not only have a valuable role to play in Canadian innovation, but also a valuable perspective on 
how research can be improved.

CASA is proposing that the valuable contributions made by students be recognized with another 
opportunity to contribute to Canada’s research landscape. The addition of a student seat on the 
governing boards of the federal granting agencies will add a vital perspective to the management of 
these bodies. This is standard practice in the governing structures of universities and colleges across 
Canada.

Throughout the course of study, students not only consume but also create intellectual property. Their 
efforts can lead to innovative processes, improved products, and well-reasoned solutions to problems in 
various fields. Too often students face concerns about giving up the right to their research, creative 
intellect, and contributions to the institutions they attend or supervisors with whom they conduct 
research. No student should be discouraged from promoting progress and they deserve the same 
ownership rights offered to other innovators. 

Making strides in research outcomes will undoubtedly promote innovation. At present, public access to 
high quality research is unduly restricted. For innovation to occur rapidly, and for Canadian research to 
have the biggest impact, it needs to be accessible to more researchers, businesses, and citizens. 
Taxpayers fund an abundance of research in Canada and they deserve the greatest possible impact for 
the best return on investment.

Improving the Impact of Research
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Amplifying the impact of Canadian research through Open Access is an opportunity to promote an 
unprecedented public good.

Improving educational outcomes and addressing existing skills gaps are two important ways Canada can 
prepare for the aging of its labour force. However, the immensity of our demographic challenge requires 
a host of approaches that will improve productivity. 

Government needs to act now to ensure that tomorrow’s labour force has every means at their disposal 
to create, manufacture, innovate, and discover. Improving Canadian productivity cannot be achieved 
through training alone.

Students understand that access to research is of unparalleled value. Additionally, the advent of new 
means of communication necessitates novel ways of thinking about how information can be best 
disseminated to have the greatest possible impact. The Open Access movement embraces the 
proliferation of communications technology and advocates free and unrestricted online availability to 
peer-reviewed journal literature.22 The convergence of the tradition of academic research and new 
technologies is an opportunity for “unprecedented public good.” 

Around the world leading scholars have embraced Open Access.  Journals and publishers, institutions 
and governments have applauded the potential presented by Open Access. Canada is just now coming 
late to the game.

In Canada, taxpayers largely fund the research undertaken by leading scholars. The Canada Foundation 
for Innovation, NSERC, SSHRC, and CIHR are all publicly funded bodies dedicated to funding research 
and innovation at the highest level. This research has traditionally been conducted in universities. It is 
subject to peer review and then published in academic journals. Under the traditional journal model, for 
a great deal of research made possible by public dollars access is restricted.

The rapidly rising expense of journal subscriptions is having a greater impact on the bottom line of 
Canada’s publicly funded post-secondary institutions. The “Serials Crisis” resulted in rapidly rising 
expenses for institutions to provide students with up to date materials and increased costs for 
researchers seeking to take advantage of new findings.

Most of the journals that publish work by Canadian researchers will cost individuals money to read, be it 
through an individual subscription or by purchasing the article online. The result is a market perversion 
whereby taxpayers fund research and are then double charged when they, or the institutions they fund, 
pay to access the published manuscripts.

This past spring, the United Kingdom announced that the results of taxpayer funded research would be 
made available free and online for anyone to read and redistribute as of 2013.23 The European Union has 
announced it will be pursuing a similar initiative.24

Open Access



11

In Canada, SSHRC has supported Open Access in principle since 2004, but has not imposed any 
mandatory requirements on researchers.25 CIHR implemented a policy on access to research outputs in 
2008 that calls on researchers awarded funding to adhere to a set of responsibilities. This includes 
ensuring that papers generated from their CIHR funded projects are freely accessible through the 
publisher or an online repository within six months of publication.26 CIHR was the first North American 
research funding agency to adopt a policy on Open Access.

CIHR’s stated rationale for implementing its Open Access policy highlights how free and accessible 
research can influence one sector: 

Improving accessibility to research in Canada would make conducting research more affordable for 
researchers, universities, and colleges. It would increase the return on investment for government by 
simultaneously increasing efficiency of research, and would result in broader impact for completed 
research.28 This is a structural improvement and the benefits will be felt cyclically and will emanate 
through diverse sectors. 

CASA recommends that the federal government implement a study to examine the 
possible outcomes of implementing an Open Access strategy for publicly funded 
research conducted at Canada’s universities and colleges.

CASA recommends that all recipients of funds provided by the federal research 
granting agencies SSHRC, NSERC, and CIHR, be required to make their research 
findings available in an Open Access format that respects the intellectual property 
rights of the researcher.

“Greater access to research publications and data will promote the ability of 
researchers in Canada and abroad to use and build on the knowledge needed 
to address significant health challenges.”27

Between 1986 and 2003 the price 
per journal subscription rose 
215%.
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Students are avid consumers and creators of intellectual property throughout and beyond the course of 
their studies. Students in Canada generate countless artifacts within which their thoughts, ideas, and 
efforts are contained. Intellectual property is held in the physical product of the research and creative 
intellect of any creator.29

Students are concerned that some post-secondary institutions can seize and retain rights to students’ 
work. This gives the institution the opportunity to benefit from the creative outputs of students and 
graduates and take all the credit for it. 

Statistics Canada conducted a survey on the subject of intellectual property ownership at Canadian 
post-secondary institutions. In 2008, 16.1% of institutions retained sole ownership of intellectual 
property. That same year, 28% of institutions did not have policies on intellectual property ownership.30 

It does appear that more institutions are 
moving toward the creation of policies 
that favour some form of student 
ownership over their own intellectual 
property. However, it is problematic that 
in a majority of instances students are not 
guaranteed sole ownership over the 
intellectual property they produce.

Inconsistent intellectual property policies 
at universities and colleges unnecessarily 
complicate the process of choosing a 
school or a program. 

Protecting Student Intellectual Property

Distribution of IP rights in 125 PSE 
institutions in Canada - 2008   

Student was guaranteed sole ownership of 
intellectual property

Student was not guaranteed sole ownership 
of intellectual property

(Source: Statistics Canada, Industry Canada)

policies at 
Canadian 
institutions 
(%)
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Students are put at a disadvantage when they are forced to give up their rights and when they do not get 
credit for their work. This can have far reaching consequences throughout and beyond a student’s 
academic career. In the academic realm, credibility stems from attribution of one’s work. Citations 
influence opportunities to receive research funding, admission to post-graduate programs, and 
employment opportunities in the future.

Knowledge of this issue is important; it empowers students to take different courses of action to protect 
their own intellectual property. Unfortunately, when negotiating intellectual property rights, with 
supervisors, departments, or administrations, students are placed in an unenviable position. They are 
formidably matched by those who have influence over their access to funding, examination committee 
recommendations, teaching and research positions, letters of recommendation, and perhaps future 
employment contracts.

Improving intellectual property protection for students would improve the sustainability of the research 
sector and foster innovation in society. The incentive of sole ownership is a key motivator for students.

CASA proposes that government adopt a framework for the protection of student intellectual property 
rights. This framework would serve as set of criteria by which to assess the commitment of institutions 
to the intellectual property rights of students.

CASA recommends that Canada’s national granting agencies only provide funding to 
researchers at universities that respect certain criteria concerning student intellectual 
property ownership. 

CASA Proposed Student Intellectual Property Framework:

- Unless the student is being compensated to produce a specific piece of work (i.e.: employed), the 
student should retain all rights to any intellectual property they generate.

- Universities must have fair guidelines to attribute authorship. The university must have an effec-
tive mechanism in place to resolve disputes over authorship of intellectual property.

- Assistantships provided for general funding purposes should be treated as scholarships in terms 
of their impact on intellectual property ownership; that is, assistantships should not reduce the 
student’s claim to ownership of his or her own intellectual property.

- Industry partnered assistantships should not reduce the student’s claim to ownership of his or 
her own intellectual property.

- Universities should have clear policies regarding the employment of students at partner or spin-
off companies. Such policies should ensure that students are not coerced into providing unpaid 
or under-paid labour to faculty-owned companies.
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Students conduct and support high-level, publically funded research on an ongoing basis at Canada’s 
post-secondary institutions.

The Government of Canada distributes funding through three national granting agencies that are 
responsible for supporting post-secondary based, discipline specific research. 

The Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR), Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council 
(NSERC), and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) fund grants and scholarships 
to researchers and students who in turn produce high-quality research. In Canada’s university research 
community the federal government is the largest external investor.31

 
A good example of the impact research funding has on students comes from NSERC. In 2010-11, of the 
$433 million in direct and indirect support for people conducting funded research, $348 million went to 
undergraduate and graduate students.32 Funds distributed to students represent nearly one third of total 
program expenditure. We know that students have benefitted greatly from direct grants, institutional 
funding, and working on research projects that have been awarded funding. It is clear that students have 
a direct stake in the effective management and coordination of Canada’s three research-granting 
agencies.
 
At present students are not represented in the decision making process of any of the three granting 
agencies. CASA believes that to be effective and transparent, the granting agencies must be accountable 
to the people they serve. They must also be responsive to the needs of the people who conduct research 
at our universities and colleges. Students perform a great deal of the research that occurs at 
post-secondary institutions, but are not formally represented in the governance of the granting agencies.

A 2006 review of SSHRC and NSERC identified governance as one of the areas in which 
improvements could be made.33  The same review highlighted that in terms of value for money, these 
agencies should strengthen efforts to encourage and support younger members of the research 
community. Specifically, the review advocated consultation with new faculty, graduate students, and 
post-doctoral fellows. This illustrates that these perspectives are woefully underrepresented in setting 
the agenda for research funding in Canada. 

In a self-study performed by SSHRC, “interviewees saw a need for wider representation on the 
councils from Canadian society. They saw this as essential not only to the operation of effective and 
relevant granting programs, but also to the credibility and future funding of the councils 
themselves.”34

The councils of the granting agencies chart the course for research in Canada. Adding the voice of 
students to this dialogue will improve the decision-making capacity and responsiveness of these 
agencies.

A Student Voice in Canadian Research

CASA recommends that the Governor in Council appoint a student representative to 
each of the governing councils of the federal granting agencies: SSHRC, NSERC, and 
CIHR.
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