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Abstract 

In recent decades, women’s educational attainment has increased significantly in Canada. In 2016, 
40.7% of young women aged 25 to 34 reported having a bachelor's degree or higher, up from 32.8% in 
2006. By comparison, 29.1% of young men aged 25 to 34 reported having a bachelor's degree or higher, 
up from 24.8% in 2006 (Statistics Canada, 2017). This short study discusses gender-based differences 
in desired level of educational attainment for students, as well as obstacles encountered in school. 
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This short study is based on the 2016 General Social Survey (GSS) - Canadians at Work and Home. The 
main objective of the survey is to take a comprehensive look at the way Canadians live by incorporating 
the realms of work, home, leisure and overall well-being. The target population includes all non-
institutionalized persons aged 15 years and older, living in Canada's ten provinces. The main population 
of interest is respondents whose main activity was “going to school” during the reference month at the 
time of the survey, referred to as students throughout this study.1 The sample size includes 1,243 
respondents, where approximately 49% were men and 51% were women. The 2016 GSS included many 
new perception questions related to desired level of educational attainment that had not been asked in 
any other cycles of GSS or major social surveys in Canada. 

 

Women were more likely than men to choose a bachelor’s degree or above 

as the highest level of education desired 

In 2016, 83% of students from all age groups indicated that they would like to pursue a bachelor’s degree 
or above as the highest level of education desired. Among them, 85% of women indicated this same 
desire for their educational attainment, compared with 80% of men. In the case of students aged 15 to 
24, 86% of women indicated that they want to pursue a bachelor’s degree or above as the highest level 
of education desired, compared with 78% of men. These results hold when both age and current level of 
education are accounted for. For instance, among those aged 15 and older, women were 4.4 percentage 
points more likely than men to set a bachelor’s degree or above as their desired level of highest 
education; among students aged 15 to 24, women were 5.4 percentage points more likely to do so than 
men. 

 

 

                                                
1. The 2016 GSS was collected between Aug. 2, 2016 and Dec. 23, 2016. 
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More women than men report that they encountered obstacles preventing 
them from achieving the highest level of education desired  

While women were more likely than men to desire a bachelor’s degree or above as their highest level of 
education, they were also more likely to report obstacles preventing them from going as far in school as 
they would like, compared with men. In 2016, 34% of women reported that they encountered some form 
of obstacle in achieving the highest level of education desired, compared with 27% of men. In the case 
of students aged 15 to 24, 30% of women reported that they encountered some form of obstacle in 
achieving the highest level of education desired, compared with 22% of men. These results hold when 
both age and current level of education are accounted for. For instance, among those who were aged 15 
and older, women were 8.7 percentage points more likely than men to experience obstacles in obtaining 
the desired level of education. Among students aged 15 to 24, women were 10.8 percentage points more 
likely than men to experiences obstacles. 
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