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The Canadian Alliance of Student Associations (CASA) is a non-partisan, not-for-profit 
national student organization composed of 25 student associations, representing over 
300,000 students from coast to coast. 
 
 
 
The Council of Alberta University Students (CAUS) represents the interests of over 
70,000 Alberta university students from the University of Alberta, the University of 
Calgary and the University of Lethbridge to the public, government and other post-
secondary education stakeholders. Based in Edmonton, CAUS is a non-partisan and 
active advocacy group looking to ensure a fully accessible and high quality system of 
education in Alberta. 
 
 

 
OUSA represents the interests of over 140,000 professional and 
undergraduate, full- and part-time university students at seven Ontario 
institutions. 

   
 
      
 

The Alliance of Nova Scotia Student Associations (ANSSA) is a non-partisan provincial 
lobby group representing over 35,000 students at 5 post-secondary institutions across 
the province of Nova Scotia. ANSSA's mandates focuses exclusively on post-secondary 
education and it is committed to a high quality system that is affordable and accessible 
to every qualified student. 

 

 

 

This report is written by the Canadian Education project. The Canadian Education 
Project is part of the Higher Education Strategy Associates.  
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Project Introduction  and Background  
 

The Canadian Student Survey was a bilingual, multi-institutional survey conducted on university 

campuses across the country in the fall term of the 2009-10 academic year.  The first project of 

its kind in Canada, the survey was designed and coordinated by students; it strived to engage 

the entire student body to share their opinions and experiences about post-secondary 

education.  The end goal of this project was to work with national, provincial and institutional 

student leaders, stakeholders and policymakers to improve higher education in Canada for 

current and future students. 
 

This project was collaboration between the Canadian Alliance of Student Associations (CASA) 

and its regional and institutional partners, including the Ontario Undergraduate Student 

Alliance (OUSA), Council of Alberta University Students (CAUS) and Alliance of Nova Scotia 

Student Associations (ANSSA). The survey was administered by the Canadian Education Project 

(CanEd), part of the Higher Education Strategy Associates; CanEd was also responsible for 

cleaning, analysing and reporting on the survey data.  
 

 

Canadian Student Survey Data Collection and Reporting  
 

The Canadian Student Survey instrument contained a mixture of multiple choice and user-

inputted response questions and was composed of six different modules: 
 

¶ Background information 

¶ Paying for PSE 

¶ Expenditures 

¶ Financial Aid Literacy 

¶ Policy Choices 

¶ Demographics 
 

The Ontario and Alberta provincial and institutional groups designed province-specific modules, 

which were only visible to students who indicated that they were enrolled in PSE in those 

provinces. The base survey was 52 questions in length; the Alberta version had a total of 56 

questions and the Ontario version had a total of 57 questions.  The survey took approximately 

15-20 minutes to complete. 
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The full survey results and findings will be released through a series of research reports, of 

which this is the first.  Following is an outline of each Canadian Student Survey research report: 
 

1. Report One: Summer Work and Paying for Post-Secondary Education 

This report focuses on student work during the summer 2009 and other ways that they 

pay for post-secondary education.   
 

2. Report Two: Student Debt and Future Employment 

This report will focus on the accumulated debt of Canadian post-secondary students and 

look at student levels of confidence in their ability to repay their debt, the time it will 

take and the impact of their debt levels on potential choices they might make about 

their futures.  It will also explore student feelings toward future employment prospects 

and the intersection between debt levels and these feelings. 
 

3. Report Three: Financial Aid Literacy 

This report will focus on Canadian student knowledge about financial aid.  It will explore 

differences among various types of students, including those from different socio-

economic backgrounds and provinces, and look at the intersection between this 

knowledge and feelings toward and behaviours around financing post-secondary 

education. 
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Survey Methodology and Sample  
 

The research took place during November 2009 and participants were invited to participate in 

the research via email and directed to a secure website, into which they had to log in either 

using their institutional email address or a unique login that they were assigned for the 

purposes of this survey.  The survey was open for a period of three weeks, and students were 

sent a follow-up email during the second week of the survey to remind them to complete the 

survey. 
 

A total of 21,634 individuals from 19 different universities responded to the Canadian Student 

Survey in either English or French. The breakdown of responses by instrument is given in Table 

1. 

 

Table 1: Responses by Survey Instrument Language 

Survey Language Total Survey Reponses Full-Time Undergraduate Responses 

French 1,084 876 

English 20,550 17,888 

Total 21,634 18,764 
 

Of the initial sample, only the records of full-time undergraduate students were retained for 

further analysis.1   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 A respondent was considered an undergraduate student if they indicated that they were studying for a 
ά¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ¦ƴŘŜǊƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ /ŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ƻǊ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀ όōŜƭƻǿ ŀ .ŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ 5ŜƎǊŜŜύέ ƻǊ ŀ ά¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ .ŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ 5ŜƎǊŜŜ 
όŜΦƎΦ .Φ!ΦΣ .Φ{ŎΦΣ .Φ9ŘΦΣύΦέ   
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A breakdown of institutional participation can is illustrated in Table 2 below. 
 

Table 2: List of Institutions, Number of Respondents and Percentage of Sample 

Institution Respondents % of sample 

vǳŜŜƴΩǎ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 1,721 9.2% 

McMaster University 302 1.6% 

University of Western Ontario 2,572 13.8% 

University of Waterloo 1,280 6.9% 

Wilfrid Laurier University 1,420 7.6% 

University of Windsor 884 4.7% 

Brock University 2,155 11.6% 

University of Alberta 2,634 14.1% 

University of Calgary 242 1.3% 

University of Lethbridge 861 4.6% 

University of Moncton 882 4.7% 

University of New Brunswick ς Fredericton Campus 252 1.4% 

University of New Brunswick ς Saint John Campus 25 .1% 

University of New Brunswick (No campus indicated) 14 .1% 

{ŀƛƴǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 741 4.0% 

Acadia University 279 1.5% 

St. Francis-Xavier University 542 2.9% 

Dalhousie University 1,123 6.0% 

Cape Breton University 270 1.4% 

University of Prince Edward Island 428 2.3% 

Total 18,628 100% 
 

 

The following figures illustrate the survey participants by gender, age, parental education, 

language spoken at home, high school province, year of studies, type of degree program and 

program of study.  Because survey participants were overly female, the data for each institution 

was weighted to reflect the gender breakdown for each institution and for Canadian post-

secondary education overall.  As well, the data were weighted to reflect 2007 full-time 

ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ŜƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ {ǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ tostsecondary Student Information 

System (PSIS). 
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Figure 1: Survey Participants by Gender 
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Figure 2: Survey Participants by Age 
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Figure 3: Survey Participants by Parental Education 
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Figure 4: Survey Participants by Language Spoken at Home 
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Figure 5: Survey Participants by High School Province 
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Figure 6: Survey Participants by Year of Study 
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Figure 7: Survey Participants by Type of Degree Program 
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Figure 8: Survey Participants by Program of Study 
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Report One Summary: Research Topics and Key Findings  
 

This research report on student work and paying for post-secondary education summarizes and 

will cover the following research areas:2 
 

1) Student Work 

This section explores student work during the summer prior to school in 2009.  It looks 

at the number of hours that students reported working as well as their earnings and 

savings from those earnings that were used for funding post-secondary education. 
 

2) How Students Pay for PSE 

This section explores how survey respondents reported that they pay for their post-

secondary education as well as the median amounts of funding they had from each 

available resource.  The section focuses looks at the different funding choices among 

different types of students, including those who chose to borrow or not from 

government and private sources and those who chose to work or not work.  It also looks 

at student confidence in their having sufficient funds to pay for their post-secondary 

education.  Survey respondents were asked to discuss the likeliness of various outcomes 

if their post-secondary education costs were to increase. 
 

Throughout this report, the behaviours and attitudes of different types of students will be 

explored and noted, with focus on students from low socio-economic backgrounds,3 students 

who borrow money from government and private sources and students who reported being 

underemployed during summer 2009. 
 

The following were the key findings from the research, suggesting possible implication for 

Canadian post-secondary education policy making: 
 

Finding #1: Canadian university students are working less than they desire during the summer 

and are not able to save enough to meet the government-mandated contributions for post-

secondary education. 
 

Canadian university students reported working hard and making strong efforts to meet the 

government-expected contributions to post-secondary education from their summer work.  

                                                           
2
 Job Expectations and Financial Aid Literacy are two forthcoming papers that will be released at the national level. 

3
 Throughout this paper, socio-economic status was generated by parental education.  In other words, during the 

survey, students were asked to report the highest level of post-secondary education attained by their parents or 
guardians.  Lower-SES refers to students who answered high school, middle-SES refers to college and high-SES 
refers to university or higher. 
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However, nearly one-third of survey respondents reported that they were able to find only 

part-time work during the summer of 2009, working for fewer than 20 hours a week.    

In addition, students overall reported earning very little (median of $3,200) and saving less than 

half of (median $1,500) what they earned.  Of course, the reported earnings and savings were 

even lower for those students who reported working fewer than 20 hours a week.  Nearly two-

thirds of survey respondents reported that they would have had liked to work more hours 

during summer 2009 if they could have and this number was even higher among those students 

who worked fewer hours. 
 

Finding #2: Students choose to pay for their post-secondary educations through an array of 

available funding sources.  Students continue to make great efforts to fund their own 

education, utilising a variety of available resources.  However, some students, particularly those 

from the most disadvantaged backgrounds, are the most strained financially. 
 

Finding #3: The lowest income students are the most vulnerable to potential cost increases. 

If costs were to rise, most students reported that they would likely redouble their efforts to 

work more and borrow more.  However, some students, particularly those from the lowest 

socio-economic backgrounds, may not be able to do so.   
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Student Work  Findings  
 

Introduction  

This section explores student work during the summer prior to school in 2009.  It looks at the 

number of hours that students reported working as well as their earnings and savings from 

those earnings that were used for funding post-secondary education. 
 

Canadian post-secondary students were asked to report on their paid work that took place 

during the summer 2009.  84% of participants in the survey reported working during summer 

2009.4  Overall, survey participants reported that they worked a median of 30 hours each week 

during the summer of 2009; more than 30% of these students, however, worked fewer than 20 

hours a week, as shown in Figure 9 below.  

 

Figure 9: Hours Worked during Summer 2009 

 

 

 

 

Who were the students who worked fewer than 20 hours a week during the summer of 2009?   

Demographically speaking, tƘŜǎŜ άǳƴŘŜǊŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘέ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ were: 

¶ More likely to be from Ontario: 64% of underemployed students went to school in Ontario 

compared to 52% of non-underemployed students.   

¶ Three times as likely (more than three times as likely) to have finished high school outside 

of Canada (9% for underemployed compared to 3% for non-underemployed.  

                                                           
4
 Respondents were asked how many hours they worked during the summer (between April and September 2009) 

in paid employment. Those who worked are respondents who wrote in > 1 hour of work. 
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¶ Much more likely to be Allophone, i.e. students who reported speaking a language other 

than French or English at home (23% of underemployed students compared to 7% of non-

underemployed students) 

¶ Nearly twice as likely to be younger in age (27% were 18 and under compared to 15% of 

that age group who were not underemployed) 

¶ Slightly more likely to be from families with lower socio-economic status. 

 

When the financial aid profiles of the underemployed students are compared with those 

students who worked more than 20 hours a week during the summer of 2009: 

¶ Underemployed students were slightly more likely to have government loans (42% 

versus 37%), and bursaries (32% versus 28%), university merit scholarships (39% versus 

34%), university need grants (15% versus 11%), and slightly less likely to have private 

loans (10% versus 13%).   

¶ Students who were underemployed during summer 2009 reported a median family gift 

that was $1,000 more than those who worked more hours: $5,000 compared to $4,000. 

¶ Also, not surprisingly, they were much less likely to have personal savings as funding: 

50% compared to 68%.  The students who were underemployed during the summer 

2009 also reported working less during the school year. 

 

Desire to Work  More  
 

Overall, nearly 60% of students who reported working during the summer in the survey said 

that they would have worked more if they could have, as shown in Figure 10 below.  
 

Figure 10: Would You Have Worked More Hours if Given the Chance? 
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A higher percentage of the underemployed students said that they would have liked to work 

more than they did during the summer: 69% of the underemployed students would have liked 

to have worked more hours during summer 2009 compared to 57% for students who worked 

more than 20 hours a week, as show in Figure 11. 

Figure 11: Underemployed versus Non-Underemployed Students Desire to Work More 
 

 
 

 

Summer Earnings  
 

When asked about their summer earnings, survey participants reported median earnings of 

$3,200.  However, 27% of students reported earning $1,500 or less, as shown in Figure 12. 
 

Figure 12: Summer Income 
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There were substantial differences in reported summer earnings by gender and age, with males 

and older students earning, on average, more than women and younger students as shown 

below in Figure 13 and Figure 14 below.  

Figure 13: Summer Earnings by Gender 
 

 
 

Figure 14: Summer Earnings by Age 
 

 
 

 

As well, those who were underemployed also reported earning less money, with median 

earning of $0 for summer 2009 since so many in the sample were not working.  Those students 






























