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New Perspectives on Access to Postsecondary Education

Ross Finnie, University of Ottawa and Statistics Canada

Richard E. Mueller, University of Lethbridge and Statistics Canada
Arthur Sweetman, Queen's University

Alex Usher, Higher Education Strategy Associates

Access to postsecondary education has been an issue of long-standing interest in Canada, prompted in large part by the persistent gap that is
observed in postsecondary education participation rates among individuals from different socioeconomic backgrounds. Concerns are driven in part
by a desire for equity - e.g., do all Canadians with the ability to succeed have equal access to a postsecondary education, regardless of their

participants to be competitive in a knowledge-based, global economy?

Research on the roles of tuition costs, student assistance and other related financial factors shows that these influences explain only a small part of
the gap in participation rates across socioeconomic groups. This has led researchers to look to more complete explanations that take into account
factors that are rooted in a youth's family and early experiences, which occur well before the point when final decisions regarding postsecondary
education are made in the late teens. These latter factors influence the formation of both preferences, and preparation, for postsecondary
education. These processes are complex, inter-related and - as a result - challenging to identify.

In recognition of the need for better information on a wide range of issues relating to educational pathways of Canadian youth, Human Resources
and Skills Development Canada and Statistics Canada developed the Youth in Transition Survey (YITS). This is a longitudinal survey that has
tracked two groups of young people over time. One group (or "cohort"), referred to as -Cohort A, were 15 years old as of December 31, 1999,
the reference date for the first interview, which was undertaken in early 2000; the other group, referred to as YITS-Cohort B, were ages 18 to 20.
Each group of young people has been surveyed five times, at two-year intervals, with the most recent data available referring to 2008. That means
that there is now a rich dataset that tracks young people from their mid-teens through to their late twenties, following them as they move through
the adolescent years, making decisions about, and in some cases progressing through, the postsecondary education system, while also making
decisions about moving into and out of the labour market.

Recently, a group of researchers combined their efforts to provide new insights not only into issues pertaining to access to postgecondary
education, but also persistence through to completion and other related issues, using data from the Youth in Transition Survey.™

A more complete view of the determinants of postsecondary participation

As noted above, much of the existing research on gaps in persistence and participation in postsecondary education has focused on the role of costs
and affordability as barriers, and the off-setting role of student financial aid. But the term "barriers" is itself often poorly defined and perhaps not
the most useful one when talking about the various factors that determine who accesses postsecondary education and who persists through to
graduation. Indeed, the evidence points to a much more complex and nuanced set of influences, such as an individual not being sufficiently
prepared for postsecondary education, not being well-informed regarding the costs and benefits of postsecondary education, not having an interest
in what postsecondary education has to offer and/or being insufficiently motivated to attend. These influences develop over a long period of time
and are the result of the interaction between individuals' environments and the choices they make over time. In other words, the choice to pursue
a postsecondary education, along with having the marks that make one eligible to attend, are developed through the entire period of childhood and
adolescence, rather than suddenly at the end of high school.

The implication is that, for many with the will and the ability to attend college or university, cost often is of secondary importance. That is not to
say costs associated with postsecondary education are irrelevant - indeed, the authors cite other research that shows that over the past 40 years,
students have become increasingly reliant on part-time work during the school year and on student assistance, and loans in particular, to finance
their education. Parental contributions have declined sharply and student borrowing has increased, as has the debt-to-earnings ratio for some
students following graduation, resulting in some graduates struggling to repay their loans. But, the researchers argue, financial considerations arise
only for those eligible and motivated to attend college or university. Many students in high school lack these pre-conditions that are necessary for
participation in postsecondary education. Further, the evidence points to gaps not only across socioeconomic groups but also between males and
females in terms of academic preparedness and motivation to participate in postsecondary education.

The research also finds that family income is a less important determinant of participation in postsecondary education than is parental education,
leading to the conclusion that the ways in which family background matters are much more than simply financial. Aspirations — of students, their
parents and their peers — and preparation for postsecondary education, as captured by high school grades, for example, are strongly related to
differences in participation rates across various groups. When these types of variables are included in the analysis along with family income and
parental education, it is mostly the effect of parental education that is reduced. This indicates that parental education appears to affect
participation in postsecondary education at least partly through its impact on student aspirations, high school outcomes and related factors.

These findings lead the researchers to conclude that family income, parental education, and factors such as aspirations and preparation for a
postsecondary education are all significant determinants of who goes to postsecondary education. They further find that parental education and
family income have additional indirect effects through influencing the aspirations and preparedness of young people for postsecondary education,
with parental education remaining a stronger influence than income. Finally, through the interaction of family income and parental education, these
factors are typically, though not exclusively, related to socioeconomic background.
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Factors influencing access to postsecondary education

While parental education and income appear to be the main background factors, there are a number of others that also influence participation in
postsecondary education. One of these is academic success in high school. Previous research suggested that high school math marks were key, but
the research summarized here finds that the overall high school mark matters more. Further insight is provided by Canadian data from the
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) indicates that a student's score in reading at age 15 also is an important predictor of
university attendance.” Also important are a student's score on indicators of "high school engagement," and "academic self efficacy," as well as
personal characteristics and attitudes. The effect of parental education decreases when these other factors are taken into consideration, leading to
the conclusion that the overall effect of parental education is exerted at least partly through the role parents play in promoting, for example,
stronger academic performance, better study habits and more positive attitudes toward school. These factors, which the researchers term
"cultural" factors, may in fact outweigh financial considerations in a student's preparedness for, and decision to attend, postsecondary education.

The gender gap in participation, in university in particular, has been one of great interest, lately so as young women participate to a far greater
extent than young men. Factors related to academic performance, including high school grades and test scores as reported by the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA), and better study habits among girls, predominate in explanations of the gender gap in participation in
postsecondary education. However, as noted by the authors, identifying the importance of good academic habits in driving the gender access gap
begs the question of why girls out-perform boys in this respect.

The research also finds a gender gap with respect to aspirations to attend postsecondary education. Aspirations are in turn related to the decision
to attend, independent of high school grades and other factors such as parental education. Male-female differences in aspirations therefore also
play an important role in the gender gap in postsecondary participation. This gap in aspirations is evident even among 15 year-olds and it increases
with age.

Other research examines the effect of high school students' paid work outside of school. Previous research found that a small amount of paid work
appears to have a beneficial effect on high school grades, while longer working hours have a damaging effect. The findings reported here, however,
indicate that once other individual attributes are taken account of, the effect of working during high school is negative, in any amount.

Persistence in postsecondary education
Access is one part of the story. The other part is persistence, that is, following a program through to graduation.

Postsecondary pathways - persistence, mobility, and, ultimately, graduation — are dynamic processes that require longitudinal data in order to be
tracked and measured. This is because many students initially start in one program, but then switch programs or institutions or take a break before
starting again. Data at the level of individual institutions are unable to track these dynamics, leading to an over-estimation of postsecondary
incompletion rates.

Employing the longitudinal nature of the Youth in Transition Survey, the researchers find that the rate of incompletion at the individual level is in
fact much lower than institution-level data would suggest. It also suggests that a fair amount of "sorting" goes on once students reach the
postsecondary level as they seek to find a good match for their skills and interests.

The research shows that while about 50% of all students failed to finish their initial programs of study within five years, only about 10 to 15
percent can be considered true dropouts. Many switched programs, either within a given institution or between institutions (sometimes even

students and 54% of university students returned to postsecondary studies within three years.

The findings also indicate that financial factors - at least as identified by students themselves - are rarely behind the decision to leave and that
family background tends to have only a small effect, unlike the case for access. The most important factors leading a student to leave
postsecondary education are related, essentially, to the student not finding a good fit with their chosen program of study. That being said, family
background does play a limited role — those with higher parental education were more likely to switch programs or institutions rather than drop
out; however, family background had little effect on whether a student would then go on to complete a subsequent program of study.

Conclusion

Issues around differences in participation in postsecondary by young people with different socioeconomic backgrounds have been of long research
and policy interest in Canada. More recently, the gender gap in postsecondary participation has also raised questions as to why young women are
graduating from university, in particular, in greater numbers than young men.

Observation of the gap in postsecondary participation between youth from high-income families and those from lower-income families has led to
much research around the issues of cost and affordability. However, current research points to the need to take a broader perspective on the gaps
that are observed, taking account of the roles of factors such as aspirations, motivations, engagement with school, study habits, and high school
outcomes and related measured abilities. These latter factors, in fact, play key roles. Furthermore, the research finds that the development of such
characteristics in young people is more closely related to parental education than to parental income and takes place over a period of many years.

Perhaps most surprising is the fact that differences in rates of participation in postsecondary education as related to such personal and behavioural
characteristics are found both across socioeconomic groups and between males and females. And while differences in parental education may
explain a good part of the gap across socioeconomic groups, such differences cannot explain the gender gap in overall school performance between
boys and girls — a gap that is evident long before the end of high school.

In sum, questions around differences in rates of participation in postsecondary education are complex, involving not simply issues of costs, but also
more subtle behavioural and attitudinal factors that are rooted in the family and that start early in life. The fundamental question of why such
differences exist and how exactly they operate, however, remain to a significant degree unanswered, pointing to the need for further research.

Finally, it is important to keep in mind that the conclusions reported here are based on analysis of data for a single cohort of students, whose
behaviour is based on existing tuition fee structures, the student financial aid systems currently in place and other financial factors as they
currently hold. Were fees much higher or financial aid not so generous, for example, the outcomes might be very different than those observed.

Notes
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