
EDUCATED SOLUTIONSEDUCATED SOLUTIONS
BECAUSE OUR FUTURE DEPENDS ON HIGHER EDUCATION.

AN ONTARIO UNDERGRADUATE STUDENT ALLIANCE PUBLICATION

The  
Access  
Issue

SPECIAL EDITION FEATURING:

MINISTER MILLOY





EARLY  OUTREACH

INSIDE?W
HA

T’S

FE
A

TU
RE

 A
RT

IC
LE

S  
    

PERSPEC
TIV

ES & O
PIN

IO
N

S
HELPING STUDENTS REACH HIGHER
The Minister of  Training, Colleges and Universities helps students reach higher 
HONOURABLE MINISTER MILLOY

7

UNIVERSITIES IN CANADA: THEIR CHANGING FACE
A President explains the benefits of  a polytechnic University.
DAVID W. ATKINSON

8

ACCESS: THE FACTS PAINT A GRIM PICTURE
MATTHEW LOMBARDI

OPENING DOORS: REMOVING BARRIERS AT BROCK UNIVERSITY
MARGARET SANDERSON 

ACCESS AND PROxIMITY
LILY PANAMSKY 

GRADE INFLATION AND ACCESSIBILITY
GREGORY MAYER

NEW CHALLENGES REQUIRE NEW STRATEGIES 
ZACH CHURCHILL

POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION IS AN OPTION
ADELA COLHON

12

13

14

16

8

EDUCATED SOLUTIONS
AN ONTARIO UNDERGRADUATE STUDENT ALLIANCE PUBLICATION

VOLUME 5 

U.S. EARLY INTERVENTION PROGRAMS
A research director seeks Canadian answers from the U.S
FIONA DELLER

10

19

20

6

   2009   EDUCATED SOLUTIONS  3

10



4  EDUCATED SOLUTIONS   2009

EDITOR, PUBLISHER & CREATIVE DIRECTOR  Tammy McQueen 

PRINTER Pulsar Printing

EDUCATED SOLUTIONS MAGAZINE
345-26 SOHO STREET TORONTO, ON  M5T 1Z7
T: 416.341.9948 F: 416.341.0358 W: www.ousa.on.ca

 
EDUCATED SOLUTIONS is an bi-annual student-focused magazine that is designed to provoke thought, discus-
sion and dialogue about higher education in Ontario. It is available via mail to interested subscribers.  

For subscription orders, please call 416.341.9948, or e-mail communications@ousa.on.ca

DISCLAIMER
The opinions expressed in EDUCATED SOLUTIONS are those of  the authors and do not reflect the opinion of  
the magazine, its staff, its printer or its funders.  Content may not be reprinted without written permission.  

VOLUME FIVE, © 2009 EDUCATED SOLUTIONS MAGAZINE

Welcome to the fifth issue of  EDUCATED SOLUTIONS, a  
magazine that recognizes and explores the unique challenges and  
opportunities facing Ontario’s post-secondary students. 
 
Over the past few years, Canada’s politicians and policy makers, 
of  all persuasions, have come to realize the virtues of  an acces-
sible system of  higher education. While the commitment to such 
an agenda is clear, the path to getting there is somewhat fuzzy, 
especially in these trying economic times. 

The government of  Canada has created numerous programs 
to help alleviate financial barriers to education but, little has 
been done to address significant enrolment gaps as a result 
of  informational, personal, cultural, motivational and pa-
rental barriers. These interacting barriers play an enormous 
role in shaping the educational pathways that young adults 
follow and yet, we continually overlook their importance.  

Now, more than ever before, Ontario needs to ensure that our 
educational systems are accessible to all in order to prepare our 
future for a knowledge-based economy. 

Now is the time to work together to create and deliver educated 
solutions in the form of  integrated, educational access policies with 
a long-term perspective in mind.
 
Our future depends on higher education. Our future depends on 
equal access for all willing and qualified students. 

Tammy McQueen
communications@ousa.on.ca 

EDITOR’S 
MESSAGE

PRESIDENT’S 
MESSAGE

The Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance (OUSA) envisions 
an accessible, affordable, accountable and high quality post-
secondary education system. To ensure that our vision comes 
to fruition, OUSA has worked with the government and our 
stakeholders, providing educated solutions, to benefit society as 
a whole. 

We recognize that there are many challenges facing higher educa-
tion: a trying economy, an aging system, and other significant 
government priorities, to name but a few. 

For this reason, this particular issue is dedicated to the concept 
of  accessibility in relation to higher education. Through the eyes 
of  students, teachers, principals, and industry professionals, we 
have created a definition of  access that is our own. Access is a 
very broad term that can elicit broad interpretations and we, at 
OUSA,  encourage these interpretations. 

Supporting all students to help them reach their full potential is 
not only the goal of  OUSA, but also that which is imperative in 
order to ensure the future prosperity of  this province and the 
people who live here. 

I want to thank our contributors for their pieces, which continue 
to advance the discussion of  access to education in Ontario. To-
gether, we challenge the status quo and give rise to progress. This 
is what our system of  higher education was founded on: great 
minds coming together to change the future and make the world 
a better place for today and tomorrow. 

Trevor Mayoh
president@ousa.on.ca 
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HELPING  
STUDENTS  
REACH 
HIGHER

BY HON. MINISTER MILLOY• Access is 
one of  the core principles of  the McGuinty 
government’s post-secondary education 
strategy. 

 That’s why our government continues to 
work with education partners like the Ontario 
Undergraduate Student Alliance (OUSA) to 
make sure that every willing and qualified stu-
dent in Ontario has the opportunity to pursue 
higher education. 

 A post-secondary education is an invest-
ment and our government understands that 
an investment in students is an investment in 
Ontario’s economic future. We also recognize 
that financial, situational, and motivational 
circumstances sometimes pose a barrier to 
higher education.

 With the help of  OUSA, we laid out a plan 
to address those financial barriers.

 Over the last five years, our government 
has reinstated up-front grants and introduced 
new grants, like the distance grant for students 
from rural and remote areas. Our investment in 
student assistance means that 120,000 students 
receive grants each year..  

 Acknowledging the financial pressures 
on students, we’ve continued to cap annual 
student debt at $7,000 through the Ontario 
Student Opportunity Grant.  

 And we’ve introduced a new Student Ac-
cess Guarantee that promises that no qualified 
student will be denied a postsecondary educa-
tion because of  lack of  funds.

 We also know the road to higher education 
can be tougher for some groups of  students 
from certain demographics.  We owe it to 
them to do everything we can to help them 
succeed.

they need to graduate high school and navigate 
the transition to postsecondary education or 
training.

 Together, we are making exciting progress 
in creating opportunity for young people in 
Ontario.  More and more students are enrolling 
in our colleges, universities and apprenticeship 
programs every year. 

 Today, approximately 60 per cent of  Ontar-
ians aged 25 to 64 have completed a postsec-
ondary certificate, diploma or university degree 
program. That’s one of  the highest rates of  
postsecondary education in any Organization 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
country.

 But we know there’s still more work to 
do – especially in light of  the tough economic 
challenges we face.

 At this time, we must be extra vigilant about 
the accessibility, affordability, accountability 
and quality of  our post-secondary education  
to ensure that all young people, no matter what 
their financial situation, get the chance to reach 
higher.

 Because, for Ontario to be at its best, we 
need our people to be at their best. After all, 
our people are Ontario’s greatest strength.

 It is their talent, skills and creativity that 
give us the competitive advantage we need to 
compete and win.

 So our government will continue to work 
with OUSA, and all our education partners, to 
find new and innovative ways to help students 
succeed.

 Together, we can help all young Ontarians 
reach their full potential, so they can get that 
great job of  their dreams.

Together, we can build a stronger Ontario.
 

 So, in response,  we introduced special 
support programs to help Aboriginal students, 
francophone students, students with disabilities 
and students who are the first in their families 
to attend post-secondary education. Our 
projects include mentoring, tutoring, career 
counselling and other services - all aimed at 
helping these students complete their post-
secondary education.

 Ontario also has a very special duty to help 
Crown Wards (foster children who have been 
made the legal responsibility of  the govern-
ment) in this province to reach their full po-
tential. To do that, we’re providing these young 
people with financial support through tuition 
grants and application fee reimbursements.

 We’re also investing in mentoring and tutor-
ing services for Crown Wards in communities 
across Ontario so they can get the guidance 
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BY DAVID W. ATKINSON • I begin this 
short essay with a question.  What do the fol-
lowing have in common:  a twenty-eight year 
old divorced mother with two kids, a forty-
seven year old unemployed forestry worker, 
and a foreign-trained but unemployable nurse 
recently immigrated to Canada?  The answer:  
They are all students at Kwantlen Polytechnic 
University, one of  British Columbia’s newest 
universities.  They are also the changing face 
of  higher education in Canada.
 The context for my remarks here is the very 
distinctive institution of  which I am privileged 
to be President and which has provided me 

with new insight into the needs of  students. 
 At first glance, Kwantlen looks very much 
like any other university, and offers many of  the 
same programs and courses.  But it is decidedly 
different. Evolving from the British Columbia 
college and university college system, Kwantlen 
is committed to increasing student access in the 
south Fraser region of  British Columbia.  
 To accomplish this goal, it has a number of  
distinctive features. First, it is among a group of  
new special-purpose BC universities that offer 
dual-purpose programming intended to allow 
students the opportunity to bridge between 
college and university programs.  Second, as a 

polytechnic university, it focuses on responding 
to labour market needs and  offering diploma 
and degree programs that prepare students 
for the world of  work.  Third, its Faculty of  
Qualifying Studies offers courses and programs 
designed to enable students otherwise ineli-
gible for university admission to acquire the 
background and skills necessary for success 
in post-secondary education.
 We would generally agree that Canadian 
universities focus on the 18-23 year old who 
is looking for the transformative educational 
experience of  going away to university for 
four or five years. And this is as it should be. 

UNIVERSITIES IN CANADA:  
THEIR CHANGING FACE
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years to get a university degree.  They do not 
have the resources to “enjoy” university in any 
conventional way. Their days are circumscribed 
by family obligations, and by the need to sup-
port others.  They are in a new country trying 
to find their way. And very often, they end up 
at university without the background or skills 
that will ensure ready success.  
 What students want is an education that 
works for them, what is very often a “just-in-
time” education that allows them to get on 
with their lives. Regardless of  background, 
students want to know that resources will be 
available to support them, and that universities 
are genuinely interested in their success. This 
goes well beyond the classroom because so 
often impediments to success are not academic 
ones.  All students have the right to the pos-
sibilities that an education provides.
 We are repeatedly told that Canada is facing 
a critical shortage of  skilled, educated workers.  
We are told that with an aging population, we 
need to increase our productivity. One obvi-
ous way to do this is to provide opportunity 
to students who might not otherwise consider 
university, and to ensure that students facing 
barriers and impediments do not fall by the 
wayside. Universities need to adopt a model 
of  “pulling” students into higher education 
rather than retaining admissions models that 
keep them out.  
 Granted universities have worked to assist 
students with special circumstances.  Univer-
sities have introduced day cares, international 
student offices, tutoring and support for special 
needs students, and generous bursaries and 
grants programs. But we continue to offer 
undergraduate programs in the same way, as-
suming that everyone has four years or that 
everyone is a full time student, that for the most 
part students can afford university, and that 
everyone more or less comes with the same 
set of  skills and background. This, of  course, 
is simply not true.
 No one would argue that universities are 
about excellence. Understandably there is lit-
tle general sympathy with allocating limited 
resources to students unprepared for univer-
sity. We know there are insufficient resources 
for what universities already do. What, then, 
should we expect from our post-secondary 
institutions?
 The better question is, can we afford not 
to provide access to higher education to those 
who for reasons well beyond their control are 
denied the opportunity. We know the future 

Thousands of  students look forward to this 
experience, a time of  freedom and growth 
unfettered by the worries of  adulthood. 
 But this conventional notion of  studying 
at university is being impinged upon from all 
sides. Cost is putting university out-of-reach 
for some students or at the very least changing 
how students access higher education.  More 
students work, course loads are decreasing, 
and a degree is increasingly a six or seven-year 
undertaking.  Many students today arrive at 
university with a whole range of  responsibili-
ties that deflect attention away from the task 
of  getting an education.  

needs of  our country.  We know what the 
return is on investing in higher education. 
Universities must think about education dif-
ferently, about delivering their programs more 
efficiently and in a shorter time. We must think 
about reaching out and supporting students 
rather than reminding them of  their inadequa-
cies.  We must remove barriers, financial and 
otherwise. We must make these things a prior-
ity. Moreover, we need to give these issues an 
important place in any advocacy platform. 
 This is very much a case of  having walked 
in someone else’s shoes.  No one would 
deny that going to university or college is a  

 I am reminded of  how last year my students 
cheered when I cancelled a session of  my 
course in Shakespearean Tragedy.  Chagrined 
by how little they seemed to value their time in 
class, I inquired why missing a class was such 
a good thing.  It was not because my students 
wanted to waste time, or because they wanted 
longer to read the next play. It was because 
I had given them time for other important 
things.  As one of  my best students told me, 
going to university was only 40% of  what 
she did.  When I asked what constituted the 
remaining 60%, the answer was work, family 
responsibilities (she came from a single parent 
family), and volunteer activities at a women’s 
shelter.  I had given her valuable time for other 
things, which she saw as important in her life, 
and, arguably, in her education.
 Are Canadian universities responding to 
these dramatically and rapidly changing de-
mands?  Many students don’t have four or five 

commitment of  time, energy, and money for 
all students, and most families in Canada have 
to stretch to send their kids to post-secondary 
education.  But this is only one group.  Take 
my Kwantlen students and walk in their shoes.  
The challenges of  a single mom with two kids, 
an out-of-work forestry worker with a growing 
family, or a recent immigrant being told she 
needs to improve her credentials are not the 
experience of  many of  us who enjoy positions 
of  influence and privilege in universities.  
 It is because universities are privileged 
places that they have a responsibility to ensure 
that others willing to work hard are given an 
equal opportunity.  And it is time that govern-
ments stop talking about skills and professional 
shortages, and start investing in the thousands 
of  Canadians who could make enormous con-
tributions to the country if  only they had the 
chance to do so.

MORE STUDENTS 
WORK, COURSE 

LOADS ARE 
DECREASING, AND A 

DEGREE IS 
INCREASINGLY A SIX 

OR SEVEN-YEAR 
UNDERTAKING 

WHAT STUDENTS 
WANT IS AN  

EDUCATION THAT 
WORKS FOR THEM. 
STUDENTS WANT A 

“JUST-IN-TIME” 
EDUCATION
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U.S. EARLY 

INTERVENTION 

P R O G R A M S :  
Are there lessons for  
Canadian accessibility 
to post-secondary  
education? 

BY FIONA DELLER • Over the last few dec-
ades there has been an increasing awareness of  
the importance of  post-secondary education in 
Canada and globally.  However, not everyone 
has the same equity of  access and therefore a 
large part of  our society is currently being left 
out of  the migration up and through postsec-
ondary education.
 The purpose of  this essay, which draws on 
a forthcoming, more detailed paper, is to look 
at one programmatic approach to improv-
ing access among underrepresented groups, 
particularly low income and first generation 
youth. Early intervention programs, as the 
name implies, are directed at youth in high 
school or earlier, and are designed to help 
those who might otherwise not participate in 
post-secondary education, get the resources, 
support and information they need to partici-
pate. 
 Early intervention programs have been 
a fixture of  the accessibility landscape in the 
United States (US) for more than three decades.  
A body of  literature has grown up around these 
programs and much has been written about 
what works and what doesn’t in addressing the 
complex reasons underrepresented youth do 
not participate in the same numbers as their 
peers. 
 In the US, early intervention programs 
exist at the federal, state, institution and com-
munity level. The College Board listed 1,091 
programs in its 2001 Outreach Program Hand-
book.  While the federal programs (TRIO and 
GEAR-Up most notably) provide some of  the 
funding for these programs, much of  the fund-
ing comes from other sources such as private 
foundations, individual post-secondary institu-

tions, school boards and state governments. 
Programs tend to be made up of  a broad 
package of  components that are intended to 
address the multiple barriers that underrepre-
sented youth often face (information about 
post-secondary and student financial assist-
ance; financial incentives; mentoring, tutoring 
and other supports; parental involvement; 
academic supports and incentives including op-
portunities to spend time on college campuses; 
etc). Despite the large number of  programs, it 
is generally agreed that too little is known about 
the success of  these programs, and how they 
affect post-secondary participation. 
 There have been some attempts to identify 
those practices that seem particularly effective 
by identifying common components in suc-
cessful programs.  Patricia Gandara, in Paving 
the Way to Understanding Education, outlines 
a list of  components that are usually part of  
successful programs: 

1. A PRIMARY PERSON WHO MONI-
TORS AND GUIDES THE STUDENT 
OVER TIME;

2. GOOD INSTRUCTION  
COUPLED WITH  
CHALLENGING CURRICULUM THAT 
IS CAREFULLY  
TAILORED TO THE STUDENTS’ 
LEARNING NEEDS;

3. LONGER TERM INTERVENTION-
THE LONGER  
STUDENTS PARTICIPATE IN A PRO-
GRAM, THE MORE  
BENEFITS THEY REPORT;

4. CULTURAL AWARENESS OF STU-
DENTS’ BACKGROUNDS; 

5. POSITIVE PEER SUPPORT. STU-
DENTS ARE MORE LIKELY TO SUC-
CEED WHEN A PEER GROUP PRO-
VIDES ACADEMIC , SOCIAL AND 
EMOTIONAL  
SUPPORT;

6. FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE AND 
INCENTIVES. FOR MANY LOW IN-
COME STUDENTS WHO IDENTIFY 
POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION AS A 
GOAL, SCHOLARSHIPS AND GRANTS 
MAY BE ESSENTIAL TO  
REALIZING THAT GOAL. 

 Many states are heeding these lessons, mov-
ing toward interventions at an earlier age; more 
targeted and individualized interventions; an 
increased emphasis on parental involvement, 
mentoring, tutoring and community involve-
ment; and a focus on academic preparation. 

 Drawing on the large body of  research and 
individual and summative program evaluations, 
the following list summarizes some of  the les-
sons learned and considerations that arise from 
a brief  examination of  US early intervention 
programs: 

• Determine the goal.  The goal of  the pro-
gram (preparing youth to succeed academi-
cally in post-secondary education; motivating 
youth to enter post-secondary education in 
a specific region/state/province; ensuring 
that youth graduate from high school with 
the resources they need to make choices, 
etc.) should determine the design of  the 
program. 

• Packaging interventions. A package of  
interventions will be required to address a 
network of  barriers. Program developers 
and implementers should be flexible about 
adding and subtracting interventions, but not 
expect to be able to determine exactly which 
intervention is addressing exactly which bar-
rier – students are complex in their responses 
and motivations.

• How students are selected will affect 
the effectiveness of  the program. Programs 
where students self-select may seem more 
successful as they attract students who have 
already shown some motivation and inten-
tion to consider post-secondary education.. 
However, they may not target the highest 
risk, highest need students, who may have 
already selected out of  the pathway to post-
secondary education and therefore not sign 
up for such a program.

• Evaluation processes are important.. 
Where possible, it is important to build in 
an evaluation process from the beginning 
with bench mark data, data about student 
characteristics, and qualitative practices for 
understanding the views of  students, parents, 
practitioners and administrators who use the 
program. 
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• Parental and community involvement are 
key.  The importance of  parental and com-
munity involvement comes up repeatedly 
in the research on what makes programs 
successful.
 
• Age of  student and length of  program 
matters. A decision needs to be made about 
where to begin the interventions, under-
standing that the later the intervention the 
more intense it may need to be as youth 
become increasingly firm in their choices 
as they age, and may have begun to act on 
those choices, for example in relation to 
academic achievement and financial sav-
ings.  It is also important to understand that 
programs may need to change over time. 
What is needed in grade six, may not be 
the same as what is needed in grade nine. 
 
• Students are unique. Each will require 
slightly different interventions or emphases. 
While “one arm around one child” is diffi-
cult, a program that builds in some flexibility 

in relation to a specific child’s needs is likely 
to be more successful. 
 
 In balance, despite the limitations of  the 
programs themselves and the gaps in the 
research, early intervention programs are cur-
rently one of  the more interesting ways of  
addressing the needs of  youth who tradition-
ally do not go on to post-secondary education. 
There are currently a handful of  interesting 
Canadian programs such as Pathways to 
Education, and the demonstration projects 
run by the Canada Millennium Scholarship 
Foundation in collaboration with a number 
of  provinces. They are experimenting with 
and implementing some of  these ideas.  It 
will be interesting to watch the development 
of  early intervention initiatives in Canada and 
follow how much they are able to learn from 
the American programs. 

 For the US programs, significant problems 
remain regarding the small number of  students 
served including the ability to target youth 
at highest risk (as they might not choose to 
join the programs or might drop out early), 
and the difficulty of  measuring success.  At 
the same time however, it makes sense that 
providing those elements, lost in social and 
cultural capital, should help underrepresented 
students achieve success.  Therefore, until a 
more systemic approach is identified, early in-
tervention programs may be the best approach 
available. 

The opinions expressed in this essay are those of  the authors and 
do not represent official policies of  the Higher Education Quality 
Council of  Ontario. 

EARLY  OUTREACH



ACCESS:  
The facts paint a grim 
picture

BY M ATTHEW LOMBARDI• Whi le 
Canada has performed relatively well in terms 
of  participation in higher education, Ontario 
ranks near the bottom in Canada in per-capita 
funding of  universities and in student-faculty 
ratios. Alex Usher of  the Educational Policy 
Institute recently declared that “institutions 
themselves are going to have to make real and 
painful decisions about cost-cutting. … This 
isn’t going to be pretty.” 
 
 To exacerbate problems on our own cam-
pus, the Queen’s Centre boondoggle adds an 
extra layer of  financial chaos and the Queen’s 
University Faculty Association recently negoti-
ated a new contract that the University cannot 
afford to pay without severely crippling the 
quality of  our education going forward.
 
 But reality shouldn’t be this grim. Amidst all 
the talk of  economic stimulus dominating the 
headlines worldwide, our political leaders seem 
to have overlooked the fact that education is, in 
the long term, the single best proactive invest-
ment possible for the economic stimulation of  
any society. 
 
 In order to maintain a constant stream 
of  new workers equipped for the knowledge 
economy, at least to present-day levels, a greater 
proportion of  young adults will have to access 
and complete post-secondary studies. And, 
due to the fact that the rates of  participation 
among segments of  the population with above 
average incomes are already high, significant 
gains can only be made by reducing barriers 
and encouraging participation from those of  
less advantaged backgrounds.  
 
 Albert Einstein once said that we cannot 
solve problems using the same kind of  think-
ing that created them. In that spirit, we cannot 
allow the provincial government to continue 
providing the sort of  inattentive patchwork 
solutions that have plagued post-secondary 
education in the past few decades. A cursory 
scan of  Canada’s history will show that it was 

in the post-WWII boom years that Canada 
solidified many of  the most identifiable aspects 
of  our welfare state. What is less known is 
just how much the government’s emphasis on 
post-secondary access and investing in human 
capital contributed to completing and solidify-
ing the economic turnaround.

 Peter Neary and Jack Granatstein’s book, 
The Veterans Charter and Post-World War II 
Canada, details how the federal government 
placed a priority on reintegrating Canada’s 
war veterans into society, largely through sub-

sidizing post-secondary education across  
The federal government fulfilled its obliga-
tion to WWII veterans by investing heavily in 
higher education, subsidizing former military 
combatants’ education and stimulating our 
country’s economy long-term. A few months 
ago, Stephen Harper’s federal government 
announced, in its annual budget, $2 billion 
for Canadian post-secondary institutions in 
infrastructure funding, with no parallel com-
mitment to student access. That commitment 
must now come from the provincial govern-
ment.
 
 So what is the would-be saviour of  higher 
education to do? Instead of  “reaching higher,” 
the McGuinty government needs to reach 
further—into their history books, that is—
and examine the federal post-WWII model. 
Ontario must make a commitment to invest 
significant stimulus package money for subsi-
dizing post-secondary education in fields that 
it deems pertinent to our economy long-term, 
such as green technologies and clean energy. 
These are the sorts of  industries that Ontario 
will need to sustain long-term economic 
recovery and growth. Government subsidies 
for student access and financial aid should be 
looked upon as an investment, not a burden 
on the provincial budget. Our political repre-
sentatives need to hear us loud and clear over 
the course of  the next year. They must invest 
in us, the human capital that will stimulate the 
economy far more effectively in the long term 
than any auto bailout ever could.
 
 If  history can teach us anything, it is 
that the patchwork solutions of  the past few 
decades are not working. The time is now for 
Ontario students to begin mobilizing our ad-
vocacy efforts to make sure that the province 
produces a smarter, more proactive economic 
remedy.

WHILE CANADA HAS 

PERFORMED  

RELATIVELY WELL IN 

TERMS OF  

PARTICIPATION IN 

HIGHER EDUCATION, 

ONTARIO RANKS 

NEAR THE BOTTOM 

IN CANADA IN PER-

CAPITA FUNDING OF 

UNIVERSITIES AND 

IN STUDENT -  

FACULTY RATIOS
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OPENING 
DOORS:  
Removing barriers at 
Brock University 

BY MARGARET SANDERSON• Brock 
University is removing barriers – in archi-
tecture, physical surroundings, technology, 
information, communication, attitudinal, 
in policy or practice  - to members of  our 
University community with disabilities so 
they may study, work or visit. Recent exam-
ples highlight the collaborative efforts of  
areas to remove barriers to students with 
disabilities so they may access and succeed  
in their University education.

 Students with disabilities are voting 
members with a voice on the Brock Uni-
versity Accessibility Advisory Committee 
(BUAAC). BUAAC is the advisory commit-
tee (through the Office of  the Vice-Provost 
and AVP Student Services) to the University 
with respect to the purpose of  the Ontarians 
with Disabilities Act, 2001. The committee 
provides vision and direction toward the 
removal of  barriers on campus and works 
collaboratively with the University and other 
organizations, as part of  a seamless approach 
to barrier removal across Niagara. BUAAC, 
currently co-chaired by a student and faculty 

member, provide knowledgeable opinions con-
cerning the reviews of  architectural drawings 
of  proposed buildings, prioritizing renovations 
to existing barriers on campus and numerous 
other University policies and practices.  

 To remove technological barriers students 
with disabilities may encounter, our mass emer-
gency notification system has been reviewed by 
staff  to ensure its technology incorporates ac-
cessibility of  emergency notification in various 
communication formats and means – visual 
and voice for students and others with visual, 
hearing or other disabilities. Brock has also 
reviewed its website design and will update 
the site, to meet or exceed web accessibility 
guidelines.

 Recognizing a diverse population of  stu-
dents may be considering Brock University in 
order to pursue undergraduate and/or gradu-
ate education and research; efforts have been 
made to visibly reflect this diversity in our 
recruitment materials, including the availability 
of  a closed-captioned version of  our online 
recruitment tool. 

 Accessibility@brocku.ca  is one means of  
responding to requests by potential students 
seeking information about accessibility to 
Brock programs and services for persons with 
disabilities. 

 Student staff  in Residences, Career Serv-
ices, Recruitment and Liaison, Brock University 
Students’ Union and numerous University 
clubs have received training in “person first” 

language, and in creating and planning inclu-
sive events to enable participation by students 
with disabilities. Additionally, Access Brock is 
an information newsletter published to create 
awareness of  accessibility planning initiatives 
at Brock. It profiles students, employees and 
community members working to remove bar-
riers to persons with disabilities at Brock and 
to inform readers about available University 
and community resources and services. Each 
year the Office of  Human Rights and Equity 
host a film screening during the Reel Life Film 
Festival that reflects accessibility/disability is-
sues.  

 An Accessibility Policy for Service to 
Persons with Disabilities is currently being de-
veloped that will establish service practices on 
providing goods and services to persons with 
disabilities consistent with the Accessibility 
Standards for Customer Service  and integrate 
with the University’s Respectful Work and 
Learning Policy and other University policies. 
Recognizing the importance of  the principles 
of  dignity, independence, integration and equal 
opportunity, tours of  the university during 
SMART Start have been reviewed for possible 
architectural barriers. Tour guides avoid stairs, 
steep routes and other barriers for the benefit 
of  prospective students and their families.

For more information, please contact 
accessibility@brocku.ca or 
Margaret Sanderson, Brock University 
Accessibility (AODA) Co-ordinator, at 
msanderson@brocku.ca

PERSPECTIVE
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ACCESS AND 
PROXIMITY

BY LILY PANAMSKY• One of  the simplest 
measures of  access to post-secondary educa-
tion would be whether or not a specific city 
has a campus and, if  it does, the magnitude 
of  the campus in terms of  equivalent full-time 
student units (EFTSU). But, such a measure 
of  access may be problematic when you look 
into specific statistics and ask such questions 
as:  Who are these schools most accessible to? 
Are more city folk choosing to attend  local 
colleges and universities or to travel some two 
hundred kilometers away from home? And are 
the small town locals flocking to the big cities 
to attend their colleges or universities ? 

 Students in small cities and towns, that do 
not have a post-secondary school, usually face 
a difficult choice – either leave home or stop 
going to school. Since their cities do not offer 
post-secondary institutions, the students often 
have to relocate to avoid an impossible com-
mute. On the other hand, students originally 
from the metropolitan areas of  Ontario have 
an entirely different set of  options. These cit-
ies, including Toronto, Waterloo, Hamilton, 
and Kingston, boast several post-secondary 
schools. 

TORONTO

 Ontario’s capital and Canada’s largest city, 
Toronto, has a population of  2.5 million peo-
ple. Surrounding the city is the Greater Toronto 
Area (the GTA), which includes the regions of  
York, Halton, Peel and Durham, and totals to 
slightly over 5.5 million people. There are three 
different universities in Ontario’s capital: the 
University of  Toronto, York University, and 
Ryerson University. At York University, a total 
of  46, 077 students were enrolled during the 
2007-2008 academic  year. Of  these students, 
65.3 percent were from the GTA, 27.4 per cent 
were from the other parts of  Ontario and 7.3 
per cent were from outside the province or 
country. This indicates that well over half  of  
the student body comes from a 50 mile radius 

outside the main city of  Toronto. 
 The University of  Toronto is Canada’s 
largest university, with 53,874 undergraduate 
students for the 2008-2009 academic year. 
Although the school has three different cam-
puses:  St. George, Missisauga, and Scarbor-
ough—the greatest number of  students attend 
the St. George campus located in the heart of  
downtown Toronto. Approximately 68.2 per 
cent of  the 2008-2009 university population 
were originally from the GTA, 10.4 per cent 
were from other areas of  Ontario, 6.0 per 
cent were from outside of  Ontario, and 15.3 
per cent of  the students were international. 
This is a higher percentage than either of  the 
statistics regarding students from outside of  
the GTA. 

 Ryerson University is the third university 
found in Toronto and has a student population 
that is about half  the size of  the University of  
Toronto’s population . Of  the 4,870 first year 
students enrolled for the 2008-2009 school 
year, 79.5 per cent were from the GTA,12.5 
per cent were from the rest of  Ontario, 3.8 
per cent were from other provinces, and 4.2 
per cent were from other countries.

WATERLOO
 
 Wilfrid Laurier University is a medium 
-sized university located in the smaller city 
of  Waterloo, Ontario. It had 15,498 students 
enrolled in the fall of  2008, with only 18.8 per- 
cent originally from Waterloo and Kitchener-
Waterloo. Approximately 33.87 per cent were 
from the GTA, 44.13 percent were from the 
rest of  Ontario, and 3.2 per cent were from 
other countries. Based on this data, local stu-
dents in the Waterloo region seem to be getting 
out of  the city and traveling farther away, while 
students from the rest of  Ontario are crowding 
into the small town of  Waterloo. 

 Often, less populated cities that are home 
to post-secondary schools become known as 
“university towns”, with small hubs of  scat-
tered student ghettos and strips of  bars crowd-
ed with students who left home to pursue a 
higher education. Waterloo has a population of  
117,000 people, including 24,330 students. Its 
two schools:  the University of  Waterloo and 
Laurier University, are back-to-back with each 
other, and the high proportion of  students 
from neighbouring areas make the city a true 
“university town”.  The benefits of  a city en-

compassing such a large percentage of  students 
include student-friendly discounts, an active 
night life, and the opportunity for residents to 
meet other people from around the province 
or the country. The downfalls are usually felt 
by local families who are forced to put up with 
excessive noise and litter that often accompany 
university students.

HAMILTON

 McMaster University is situated in the west 
side of  Ontario’s fourth largest city, Hamilton. 
It had 4,500 first year students entering the 
2008-2009 school year. Of  these, 30.85 per- 
cent were locals from the Hamilton, Went-
worth, and Halton areas, while 45.72 per cent 
were from the GTA (excluding Halton), and 
19.9 per cent were from the rest of  Ontario. 
Again, a larger proportion of  students are 
coming from outside of  the local area.

KINGSTON
 
 Kingston is home to Queen’s University. 
It is a school with about 15,000 undergradu-
ates, yet 36.68 per cent of  the 3,692 students 
entering the 2008-2009 school year came from 
the GTA, and only 6.5 per cent came from 
Kingston itself. Approximately 33.5 per cent 
were from the rest of  Ontario, and 16.2 per 
cent were from outside of  the province. With a 
population comparable to Waterloo’s, Kingston 
has also become known as “university town”.

 Evidently, the size and population of  the 
cities in Ontario must be taken into considera-
tion when measuring access to post-secondary 
education. 

 Since the GTA consists of  over 5 million 
people, there are more Torontonians than there 
are “Thunder Bayers”, for example, that need 
to find a school. This is likely the reason why 
so many students are relocating to a university 
out of  commuting range. Additionally, larger 
universities in smaller cities such as Queen’s 
University or the University of  Waterloo, are 
looking for students outside of  their city’s 
borders in order to fill their vacant spaces.
 
 Students that can afford moving away from 
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 “I chose McMaster because it’s a little fur-
ther from home, but close enough to go home 
on the weekends, as opposed to schools like 
Western or Queens (these are almost 3 hours 
away from home),” explained Daros. Daros 
was thus able to maintain her ties to home but 
live a more independent life while studying at 
the post-secondary level.
 
 Peter Goffin,  another Toronto native, had 
initially decided to stay in his home city and 
attend a local university. “I picked U of  T in 
part because I could live at home while going 
there. I also felt strange about leaving Toronto 
to go to a smaller city when most people’s goal 
is to go from small towns to the big city,” said 
Goffin. A year later, Goffin decided to transfer 
schools and therefore moved to Hamilton, On-
tario. He explained: “After first year I wanted 
to move away and get to know a new city and 
location was the biggest factor I considered.” 
 
 Goffin listed financial concern as a major 
factor in his original decision to stay in the city.  
He admitted, “I had only just gotten a job and 
couldn’t have afforded to pay for residence 
myself ”. 
 
 Many students who choose to stay and live 
at home have similar reasoning to Goffin’s. 

 Tuition fees are on a yearly rise, and for the 
2008-2009 school year, they increased by an 
average of  4.7 per cent across Ontario. Statis-
tics Canada released a report in October 2008 
that stated that the average post-secondary 
tuition costs in the province was $5,643 per 
year, including supplementary fees. That alone 
is enough to demoralize students; adding 
several hundred a month for rent and grocer-
ies simply just isn’t possible for some. There 
are numerous scholarships and bursaries and 
multiple financial assistance options available, 
but even these are often not accessible by all 
the students that need financial aid.
 
 The location of  a university, and specifically 
the proximity or the distance from one’s home, 
appears to play a fairly significant role in a  stu-
dent’s choice of  post-secondary institution. 

 The universities situated in smaller towns 
have more students from a wider range of  cities 
in Ontario, whereas a city like Toronto tends to 
retain more local students. Most people who 
attend universities in smaller areas of  Ontario 

home often maintain location to be a high 
priority in their university selection process. 
William Kitchen , an Ottawa native, knew that 
he wanted to get out of  his current city during 
his undergraduate career. He explained: 

 “[Location] was a very significant factor; I 
only applied to schools that were at least 500 
kilometers away from home. There [were] 
some excellent programs closer to home, but 
I felt that – and still feel – that it was very 
important for me to go to a school that was 

are required to move away from home and 
live on their own, simply because commuting 
is impossible.
 
 So, why do students choose to attend 
schools so far away from their homes? Is it 
because of  proximity to campus? Maybe. 

 But, the choice of  degree and the finances 
to support one’s study are almost always more 
important than the location. If  students are de-
termined enough to leave home and experience 

far from home. I was very concerned with 
both the education and life experiences and I 
did not feel [that] I would have a comparable 
experience had I stayed at home.” 
 
 Angelica Daros , originally from Toronto, 
also had the desire to move away from home 
and experience the traditional campus life. 
Unlike Kitchen, however, she did not want to 
move halfway across the province and thus 
settled for something in-between. 

the true “university town” life, they sometimes 
find themselves down playing the importance 
of  the former and focusing on the latter. 

ONE OF THE SIMPLEST 
MEASURES OF ACCESS 
TO POST-SECONDARY 
EDUCATION WOULD 

BE WHETHER OR NOT 
A SPECIFIC CITY HAS 
A CAMPUS AND, IF IT 

DOES, THE  
MAGNITUDE OF THE 
CAMPUS IN TERMS OF 

EQUIVALENT FULL-
TIME STUDENT UNITS 

(EFTSU) 
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BY GREGORY MAYER•  We can all under-
stand the value of  the academic transcript, 
especially for an upper year undergraduate 
student applying to graduate or professional 
schools. Grades are relied upon by admissions 
committees for summarizing student achieve-
ment. Grades play a role in the determination 
of  how graduate scholarships are allocated. 
But recent changes in post-secondary grade 
distributions is complicating these enrolment 
and funding processes. Grade inflation, defined 
simply as a rise in grades over time, compresses 
all grades at the top of  the scale, making it 
difficult to distinguish between good and 
outstanding students. And for better or worse, 
recent evidence of  grade inflation within some 
Ontario post-secondary institutions is begin-
ning to surface. 
 Professional and graduate schools cannot 
take into account different levels of  grade infla-
tion across different institutions, and therefore 
have difficulty relying on transcripts to extract 
any useful information. Indeed, depending on 
how students choose their electives and pro-
gram, students can inadvertently (or intention-
ally) affect their chances of  securing a position 
in a graduate school, or attaining a scholarship 
for financial assistance.

Evidence of  Post-Secondary Grade Inflation in 
Ontario

 There has been recent evidence of  changes 
in grade distributions over the past 20 years at 
the University of  Waterloo (UW). In an article 
recently published in the UW Faculty Asso-
ciation newsletter by G. Mayer entitled, Grade 
Inflation at the University of  Waterloo, it was found 
that in 1988/89, 25.22% of  100 level grades 
given were at least 80% (or an A average). In 
contrast, 35.26% of  100 level grades were at 
least 80% by 2005/06. The increase in the 
number of  A’s was accompanied by decreases 
in the number of  B and C grades. 
 Further evidence of  grade inflation in On-
tario is provided in a recent Canadian Public
Policy study by P. Anglin and R. Meng entitled, 
Evidence on Grades and Grade Inflation at Ontario’s 
Universities. This study found that the grades in 

first year courses in seven Universities in the 
province of  Ontario had increased over a 20 
year period. The authors found that in 53% 
of  the courses they considered, there was a 
statistically significant level of  grade 
inflation. 
 As well, grades posted on the University 
of  Western Ontario website by T. Beran T, 
C. Vioato and D. Kline, in an article entitled, 
What’s the “use” of  student ratings of  instruction 
for administrators? One university’s experience, also 
demonstrate grade inflation within certain 
faculties. Across all academic levels, the frac-
tion of  grades in the Faculty of  Engineering 
that were A’s and B’s increased by 17.1% since 
1988/89, while this statistic has stayed relatively 
constant for grades in the Faculty of  Health 
Sciences.
  For graduating students, grades in their 
last year of  studies often count more towards 
their applications to graduate and professional 
schools than grades in their first year. Figure 
2 shows how 400 level grades at UW have 
changed over the past 20 years. 
  The fraction of  grades that were A’s has 
increased in every faculty since 1988/89. But 
even more interesting than this upward trend 
is that the rate of  inflation is different in each 
faculty. While the fraction of  A’s that were as-
signed only increased in the Faculty of  Math 

by 5.6%, this fraction increased by 17.5% in the 
Faculty of  Arts, and by 19.1% in the Faculty 
of  Applied Health Sciences. 
 As this grade inflation has not been uni-
form across different departments and faculties 
at UW, further problems can be encountered 
that relate to course enrolment. Many students 
attempt to adjust their GPAs by choosing 
courses they will find easy, rather than through 
moderating their efforts. And, as students 
gravitate away from courses and programs that 
tend to grade more stringently, course enrol-
ment patterns are ultimately affected. This in 
turn alters instructor hiring and department 
funding patterns in ways that are unintentional, 
and may also be less than desirable.
 Consider this one example: I recently had 
a student in a 200 level math class I was teach-
ing tell me that although he found my course 
interesting, he was dropping it so that he could 
instead take another he thought would be 
easier. He was concerned that my class, being 
offered by the Faculty of  Mathematics, would 
lower his overall average, and might affect his 
chances of  getting into a pharmacy school 
after he graduates. His decision was made after 
only my second lecture in the first week of  the 
semester. 
 I am not certain if  that student of  mine 
made his choice for the right reasons, but as

GRADE INFLATION AND ACCESSIBILITY TO 
GRADUATE AND PROFESSIONAL SCHOOLS

FIGURE 1: Percent of  final grades that were A’s (80% or higher)  
in 400 level (4th year) courses at UW in every faculty 
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that he knew of  professors who “pander to 
the students and give out higher grades before 
the evaluation.” Another instructor wrote that 
some instructors “teach to the evaluations ... 
by manipulating grades,” which he argued was 
“certainly the rational thing to do ... given the 
merit reward structure” at Western. 
 Grade inflation has also been attributed to 
pressure placed on instructors from university 
administration. At UW, a survey published in 
2000 by S. Miller and J. Goyder entitled, The 
Eroding Standards Issue: A Case Study from the 
University of  Waterloo, found that instructors 
in the Math Faculty felt significantly more 
pressure to bell their grades than their peers 
in Applied Health Sciences, Engineering, and 
Science..This pressure was dramatically exem-
plified in that same year when the Dean of  
Mathematics at Waterloo increased final grades 
of  an advanced calculus course without the 
professor’s knowledge or authorization as can 
be discovered in the newsletters of  the 
Faculty Association of  the University of  Wa-
terloo Forum. 
 Of  course, it is entirely possible that grades 
are increasing at UW for completely legitimate 
reasons: today’s students may be brighter than 
their predecessors. This may, for example, be 
the case if  UW raised its minimum high school 
grade entrance requirement. But if  this was the 
case, another set of  interesting questions could 
then be raised. Should the faculty then increase 
its standards and grade more stringently? Do 
students still benefit by having a grade distribu-
tion where the majority of  students receive A’s? 
Are there any drawbacks to having a majority 
of  the grades compressed at the top of  the 
scale? What would happen if  everyone got an 
A?
 The egalitarian approach would be to 

Figure 2 points out, systematic disparities in 
grading standards have only deepened over 
the past twenty years at UW. And so the first 
question we need to ask is: Why are grades 
increasing in every faculty at UW?

Sources of  Grade Inflation

 One of  the most extensively researched 
sources involves student evaluations of  
teaching (SET), which are often distributed 
to students at the end of  each semester in 
most undergraduate courses. These ratings 
are then used by instructors to help improve 
their teaching, but they are also used by 
administrators to make personnel decisions 
(such as salary, hiring, tenure, promotion, 
and awards). An example of  such a site is 
the University of  Western Ontario Office of  
Institutional Planning & Budgeting website at  
http://www.ipb.uwo.ca. Simply put, an instruc-
tor’s salary is usually a function of  how high 
their student ratings are.
 For the past eighty years, research on the 
relationship between undergraduate grades and 
SET ratings have found that the two are cor-
related (the interested reader may wish to refer 
to a survey of  literature on this area presented 
in Chapter 3 of  V. Johnson’s, Grade inflation: A 
crisis in college education.) Students who receive 
high grades attribute some of  their success 
with their instructor’s teaching ability. But do 
instructors take advantage of  this correlation 
to artificially inflate grades?
  Anecdotal evidence that grades have been 
artificially inflated to improve ratings is pro-
vided by results of  a survey conducted at the 
University of  Western Ontario and presented 
by J. Côté and A. Allahar in the novel, Ivory 
Tower Blues. In this survey, one professor wrote 

maintain the same grading standards every 
year, regardless of  how many students are 
receiving A’s or so F. Schrag proposes in, From 
Here to Equality: Grading Policies for Egalitarians. 
In: Grade Inflation, Academic Standards in Higher 
Education. On the other hand,  some may argue 
that changing the standards to grade more 
stringently could help provide better feedback 
to students by providing a better distinction 
between good and outstanding students. And 
by grading more stringently, students who are 
motivated by grades (which I believe accounts 
for most undergraduate students) would push 
themselves to become more engaged in their 
studies. 

Solutions to Post-Secondary Grade Inflation

 It turns out that some post-secondary 
institutions have decided that stricter grading
standards are the way to go. Consider this 
example presented by R. Kamber in,Combating 
Grade Inflation: Obstacles and Opportunities. In: 
Grade Inflation, Academic Standards in Higher Edu-
cation. Princeton adopted an institution-wide 
system in 2004 where only 35 per cent of  the 
grades given in any department or program 
could be A’s, specifically to bring grade inflation 
under reasonable control. Their policy does 
not imply that all courses have to meet this 
standard, but each department or program as 
a whole, should. 
 As grade inflation has been making it 
difficult for admissions and scholarship com-
mittees across North America to assess and 
compare students from different institutions 
and academic backgrounds, we are also seeing 
other solutions arise to address this problem.

FIGURE 2: Percent of  final grades that were A’s and B’s at the University of  Western Ontario in various faculties 



and the University of  Calgary, who post grade 
distribution data on their websites). Indeed, it 
is particularly difficult for anyone to be aware 
of  temporal changes in grade distributions; 
as such information is not available without 
submitting a request to the appropriate office 
and subsequently processing the raw data to 
obtain desired statistics. 
 Clearly, if  grade data is not readily avail-
able, it can be difficult anyone to be aware of  
changes in departmental grading standards over 
time. Having relevant and up-to-date grade  
statistics readily available would, at the very least,  

 One (seemingly) simple solution is to 
provide additional information on student 
transcripts. Such information could include 
information about the number of  students 
enrolled in each class, and the average or me-
dian grade in each class. This does not directly 
address grade inflation, but helps anyone who 
relies on the undergraduate transcript to put 
grades into perspective. 
 University administrators at some universi-
ties maintain a desired grade distribution each 
year by encouraging some instructors to have 
their grades fit to a particular distribution, or 
by providing instructors each semester the 
departmental averages for their courses they 
teach. However, one immediate problem 
with this approach is that students that have 
relatively lower (or higher) grades than their 
peers in the classroom, regardless of  their level 
of  understanding of  the course material, can 
receive grades that are above (or below) what 
they ought to be.
 Given the correlation between course av-
erages and SET, several solutions have been 
proposed to simultaneously increase the ef-
fectiveness of  SET and reduce any dependency 
on SET ratings. Alternate methods of  evalu-
ating instructors with teaching observations 
or teaching portfolios can be used to obtain 
information about teaching quality for person-
nel decisions and decrease an over-dependency 
on SET. 
 An even more effective solution presented 
by M. Germain and A. Terri in, Grade Inflation 
and Student Individual Differences as Systematic Bias 
in Faculty Evaluations, would be this: 
 Remove the use of  SET ratings in making 
personnel decisions altogether. SET ratings are 
a valuable resource for instructors to obtain 
feedback on their teaching style. But using 
these evaluations for making personal deci-
sions not only motivates grade inflation, but 
as a sufficient number of  studies have shown, 
that SET ratings are more a function of, for 
example, what class is being taught, how many 
students are enrolled, who the students are and 
what grades they are getting, than on anything 
about how the course is being taught. 
 What makes the grade inflation problem 
difficult to address is the lack of  transpar-
ency with regards to grade distribution data 
in Canada. At many Canadian post-secondary 
institutions, undergraduate grade distribution 
data is not easily available to the general public 
(notable exceptions include the University of  
Western Ontario, Simon Fraser University,  

increase the level of  transparency in our institu-
tions and improve future discussions on, for 
example, grade inflation and changes in failure 
rates of  our students. 
 Finally, I feel that the issues and data pre-
sented here deserve a higher level of  awareness 
and discussion within Ontario. But at the very 
least, I hope this article will generate discussion 
on grading standards and what measures, if  
any, we may want to consider addressing grade 
inflation at post-secondary institutions within 
our province. 
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W H Y  N E W  
CHALLENGES 
REQUIRE NEW  
STRATEGIES:  
Why our current system 
of student financial aid 
is not working

BY ZACH CHURCHILL• Over the next 
fifteen years, the number of  Canadians aged 
18-21, who are the “traditional” students in our 
post-secondary education system,  is going to 
drop dramatically while, the number of  jobs 
requiring post-secondary education is going to 
increase. According to Census 2001, only 45% 
of  Ontarians in 2001 had any post-secondary 
training, including all forms of  training beyond 
a high-school education, despite the fact that 
70% of  all jobs in the coming decade will re-
quire some form of  post-secondary training.  

 In agriculture, when demand for food 
outpaces the existing supply, a famine results; 
Ontario therefore, along with the rest of  
Canada, is facing a famine of  skilled graduates 
and the traditional policy tools to attract new 
students are unlikely to work. These traditional 
policy levers have included needs-based grants, 
student loans, debt-reduction, tax-credits and 
tuition freezes, but their blunt, universal, and 
almost assembly-line like construction fail to:  
            
a) achieve the intended outcome of  making it 
easier to attend post-secondary education, or    

b) recognize the intersecting challenges that 
potential students face when deciding whether 
or not post-secondary education is right for 
them.
 
 Tax credits are one of  the more egregious 
examples of  the former concern.  Currently 
the federal government spends around $1.6 bil-
lion annually on education-related tax credits.  
Regardless of  tuition costs, regardless of  actual 

cost-of-living, regardless of  socio-economic  
background, current income, or potential 
income, tax credits are afforded to ineffi-
ciency. If  the purpose of  transferring money 
to students is to make the cost of  education 
easier, shouldn’t those transfers be focused 
on those who have problems with the cost 
of  their education?  Almost 50% of  tuition 
and education credits are claimed by tax-filers 
with incomes above $30,000 while more than 
25% are claimed by those with incomes above 
$50,000.

 Aid given to those that do not need help is 
curious at best; and it has been accepted federal 
policy since the government introduced tax 
credits in 1961.  The appeal is primarily born 
of  a political calculus: money in the pockets 
of  voters is more likely to preserve a govern-
ment’s place in office, as compared with the 
distribution of  grants that only target specific 
groups who require particular kinds of  assist-
ance.  But allowing dictums of  political expedi-
ency to sustain this chronic policy inefficiency 
is not something we can allow.  In a province 
with a significant demographic time-bomb 
we need a massive increase in the number of  
credentialed people working in Ontario, and in 
other provinces across the country.  The lack 
of  intense dialogue about how we fund post-
secondary education and student financial 
aid, in light of  these demographic pressures, 
is alarming.
 
 Whereas tax credits appear to make inef-
ficiency a virtue, we sometimes neglect the 
unique challenges that marginalized groups in 
our society face.  Student loans, grants, or debt 
reduction generally depend on some estimate 
of  need where the government says, “Your 
cost of  attending school is $W and we will 
fund that through $X in loans, $Y in grants, 
and maybe $Z in debt reduction when you’ve 
completed your education.”  However a grant 
program can also succumb to the difficulties 
of  universal policy construction.  Implicit 
in the grant/loan mix is an assumption of  a 
universal willingness to take on some debt.  
 
 One particular area where this becomes 
a problem is in aboriginal policy.  Finnie 
and Laporte (Student Loans and Access to 
Post-Secondary Education, 2003) argue that 
an aversion to debt is a small consideration 
for those students that do not attend post-
secondary education, affecting 6.6% of  
potential students; students that do go to  

post-secondary register a higher aversion to 
debt at 10.1%.  While debt aversion is a con-
cern, it’s demonstrably not one of  our largest 
concerns.  However, where aboriginals are 
concerned, new policy approaches must be 
taken.  In Factors Affecting the Use of  Student 
Financial Assistance by First Nations Youth 
(2008), R.A. Malatest and Associates found that 
significant numbers of  First Nations potential 
learners in their focus groups were unwilling 
to take on debt.  While not reflected in the 
report, it has been reported to CASA staff  by 
First Nations leaders in British Columbia that 
there is a cultural aversion to being indebted 
to the government, primarily due to a lack of  
trust that government programs are designed 
to assist the borrower.  

 This perspective is consonant with some 
of  Malatest’s other observations, such as the 
worry that applying for student loans or grants 
would require a borrower to refuse post-
secondary funding distributed through their 
band council, a general feeling of  disconnect 
with institutional/bureaucratic processes, or 
observations of  community members unable 
to pay for loans because of  poor opportunities 
on reserves.
 
If  Canada is genuinely concerned about al-
leviating aboriginal poverty then looking for 
ways to increase aboriginal participation in 
post-secondary education is important.  It is 
equally important that policy makers recognize 
that universal measures or measures based 
strictly in means-testing may be insufficient to 
address the problem.
 
 These are simply illustrative examples of  
a broader problem; we need innovative policy 
tools if  we are going to efficiently raise the 
number of  students attending post-secondary 
education, be they through not-yet-existent 
measures or through intelligently targeting 
and reshaping our existing policy tools so they 
respond to the unique requirements of  non-
participating demographics.  As the bubble 
of  baby boomers in the job market begins to 
deflate through retirement, this should be one 
of  our primary purposes.  If  only somebody 
was listening.
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BY ADELA COLHON• YMCA of  Greater 
Toronto and Canada Millennium Scholarship 
Foundation partnered in 2008 to launch the 
Canadian Post-Secondary Access Partnership 
(CPSAP). You Can Go Services is a national 
bilingual program that aims to help Canadians 
under-represented in post-secondary educa-
tion - those from Aboriginal, first generation 
and low-income families - to go beyond high 
school. 
 
 This program was created because we live 
in a time period where two out of  every three 
new jobs created requires post-secondary train-
ing and four out of  ten Canadians do not finish 
high school, do not go on to post-secondary 
education or drop out of  post-secondary stud-
ies prior to completion. In Toronto, about 26% 
of  high school students drop out. In the city’s 
low-income neighbourhoods, the drop-out rate 
can be as high as 56%. Research shows that 
financial barriers are not the only obstacles to 
post-secondary studies. Misconceptions about 
the benefits, cost and financing of  higher 
education abound. Six out of   ten high school 
students believe university tuition is double 
the actual cost. While 84% of  parents talk to 
their children about post-secondary studies, 
only 38% discuss how to pay for it.   
 
 The CPSAP You Can Go/ OnYVa sites 
will support the lowering of  barriers by provid-
ing information about post-secondary educa-
tion options (universities, colleges, vocational 
institutions, trades and apprenticeships). The 
services are delivered in various settings in 
order to provide participants with a choice 
on how they would like to receive the services 
(e.g. through workshops, one-on-one advis-
ing to students and their families, and campus 
tours.) 
 
 Each of  the services offers useful tools 
on career exploration, preparation for post-
secondary education; choosing the right 
program that will match participants’ goals; 
and financial aid options (loans, scholarships 
and grants).  The approach used is to meet 

participants where they are and offer options, 
empower them by providing enough relevant 
and up-to-date information for making an 
informed choice. The program has no age 
limit and is open to youth and adults and aims 
as well to involve parents at early stages, or in 
the case of  newcomers to Canada, as soon as 
they feel they are ready and in need of  such 
information.  
 
 In the GTA, we offer YouCanGo/
OnYVa services at the downtown Newcomer 
Information Centre, and at the Keswick and 
Newmarket Employment Resource Centres 
in York Region. YouCanGo/OnYVa Services 
are also supported by the National Corpo-
rate Volunteer Sponsor, Ernst&Young, who 
through their employees’ participation as Guest 
Speakers to workshops brings first-hand the 
message that post-secondary education is a 
viable option. Another key partner is Ryerson 
University which plays a key role in training 
YMCA staff  on technicalities of  applying for 
post-secondary education. 
 
 The YMCA is offering these services at no 
cost to participants and can provide the serv-
ices to any interested community organizations. 
To date, YouCanGo/ OnYVa has provided 
services to more than 2,000 students. 
 
 YMCA and the Canada Millennium Schol-
arship Foundation are working hard to secure 
sustainable funding for the program. The 
experience to date has been proof  that there 
is a need for such a service. We are hoping that 
potential funders and donors will join us in 
creating a sustainable program that will make 
a difference in the community. 
 
For further information please visit www.youc-
cango.ca or www.onyva.ca 

To arrange a session call Adela Colhon, 
tel. (416) 928-3362 ext. 4140 
email: adela.colhon@ymcagta.org.
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OUSA is a proud supporter of the YMCA You Can Go Program




