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based at Statistics Canada. Academic researchers
participate in the project by submitting research
projects to the research review committee, which is
chaired by Dr. Arthur Sweetman, director of the
School of Policy Studies at Queen’s University. The
role of the review committee® is to judge research
proposals from interested researchers and provide
commentary and assistance on the resulting
research papers. Data collection for the longi-
tudinal survey is managed by Acumen Research
Inc. (hereafter referred to as “Acumen”).

While the structure of the MESA project is some-
what unorthodox, it has a number of important
strengths. It combines the creation of new data
sources—primarily the linked administrative

student aid file—with the exploitation of existing
ones at Statistics Canada. It harnesses the energy of
academic researchers proposing their own research
topics within a framework geared toward providing
solid policy research advice to the Foundation.
Finally, it brings together experts on student
assistance and data collection with some of the
country’s top experts in statistical analysis.

This document is the project’s annual report
for 2006. As 2006 was a preparatory year, there is
a lot of activity on which to report but little to
present in terms of data. Most of this document
therefore recounts the tasks completed over the
past 12 months, with only a small space devoted to
quantitative results.

3. Inaddition to Dr. Sweetman, the research review committee comprises: Dr. Keith Banting (Queen’s University), Dr. Charles Beach (Queen’s
University), Dr. Lorne Carmichael (Queen’s University), Dr. Jane Friesen (Simon Fraser University), Mr. Clément Lemelin (Université du
Québec a Montréal), Dr. Garnet Picot (Statistics Canada) and Dr. Hans Vossensteyn (Twente University).



The Millennium Access
Bursary Program

The Millennium Access Bursary Program was esta-
blished following a series of public consultations
held across Canada in 2004. These consultations
suggested that special measures were necessary
to ensure more equitable access to post-secondary
education. Much of the discussion focused on the
need to tailor assistance specifically to students
from low-income families.

Most public student financial assistance in
Canada is allocated according to a student’s level of
need, which is calculated by taking into account
both the cost of their studies and their available
resources. Grants are generally paid to those
students with the highest need. However, grants
awarded on this basis do not necessarily favour
students from low-income backgrounds, who often
seek to limit the net cost of their education.’ For
example, these students may have lower levels of
assessed need because they decide to study close to
home, enroll in less expensive programs, or work
while in school. As a result, students from low-
income backgrounds often receive loans only, rather
than an appropriate mix of grants and loans.

Recognizing these problems, the Foundation
decided to create a $50-million-per-year program
specifically to help young students from low-income
families. As is also the case with its larger and
more established Millennium Bursary Program, the
Foundation distributes these bursaries through
agreements with all 13 provinces and territories so
that students will automatically be considered for
the award when they apply for student financial
assistance. In keeping with its general philosophy

regarding program delivery, the negotiated agreements
with each province and territory vary somewhat
from place to place, in accordance with prevailing
provincial circumstances and delivery mechanisms.

In 2005-06, the program was available in eight
provinces.” In six provinces, the bursaries were
available to students from low-income families,
although there were substantial differences in
how the term “low-income” was defined. Ontario,
for example, used the National Child Benefit
Supplement threshold as its cut-off point—a
measure which varies based on family size but
which is roughly equal to $36,000 per year. Other
provinces used higher thresholds based on parental
contribution. The cut-off point varied somewhat by
province and family size but in practice lay some-
where between $50,000 and $55,000.°

In a few provinces, the access bursaries are speci-
fically targeting students from groups traditionally
under-represented in post-secondary education.
Access bursaries are targeted at Aboriginal Peoples
in Saskatchewan and in Manitoba, while they are
available to students from rural communities in
Alberta. Manitoba also offers access bursaries to
certain graduates of Adult Education Centres who
are proceeding to post-secondary education.’”

The value of the bursary also varies from
province to province, from a minimum of $1,000 to
a maximum of $5,000. In most cases, the grants are
offered in addition to existing student aid packages.
In Nova Scotia, Ontario and Newfoundland, for
example, all or part is provided in the form of debt
reduction (i.e., it displaces loans) and in Quebec

4. Research shows that low-income students appear to adopt different behaviours when they enrol in post-secondary education. Please refer to
the second and third edition of The Price of Knowledge, available on the Foundation’s website: http://www.millenniumscholarships.ca/en/

research/Price.asp

5.  Alberta and Prince Edward Island did not complete agreements with the Foundation in time for the 2005-06 loan year but will receive extra
funding in subsequent years in order to compensate for the lack of access bursaries in 2005-06.

6. From 2006-07 onward, Prince Edward Island intends to use a definition based on family income.

7. In 2006-07, in Manitoba, another access bursary will be introduced. This bursary will be targeted at Aboriginal students and students from

low-income families.
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the grant fully displaces the existing aid package,
permitting the Government of Quebec to re-invest
the displaced funds in other areas of its student
aid program.

A final program element which varies by jurisdic-
tion is the period of time over which the bursary is
delivered. In most jurisdictions, the program is
designed to be a one-time bursary for first-year

students. In New Brunswick, however, the grant is
available for up to three years; in Alberta and
Saskatchewan, it is available over two years; and in
Prince Edward Island, it is available only to second-
year students.
Forafullcomparativesummaryofthe Millennium
Access Bursary Program as administered in each
province in 2005-06, please see Appendix A.



Project Year in Review

The MESA project was inaugurated in 2006. The
year was largely spent preparing for the major
data collection and analysis tasks that will occur in
2007, 2008 and 2009.

The work over the past year can be summarized
under three headings:

a. Establishing the Longitudinal Survey of Low-
Income Students

b. Improving the use of Statistics Canada data
c. Designing a randomized field trial experiment

The activities undertaken in each of these three
areas are described below.

Establishing the Longitudinal
Survey of Low-Income Students

The Longitudinal Survey of Low-Income Students
(SLIS) is the centrepiece of the MESA project. It is
designed to combine both survey and administra-
tive data—an approach new to Canadian studies on
student assistance but often used in the United
States—over a three-year period. It is also designed
to gather data both on students who received the
Foundation’saccess bursaryand those who narrowly
missed out on receiving it. The latter are used as a
quasi-control group to isolate the pure effects of the
intervention using discontinuity analysis.

Work on the SLIS had five main components:
negotiating with provinces to obtain non-recipient
samples, developing data handling protocols, hand-
ling administrative data issues, developing a survey
instrument and piloting the survey. The work done
on each of these tasks is described below.

Negotiations with Provinces to Obtain
Non-Recipient Samples

At the time the contract was awarded, the
Foundation had already signed agreements with six
provinces to distribute the new access bursaries.
Under these deals, the provinces agreed to provide
the Foundation with a large amount of data on each
individual recipient for research purposes.

One of the key aspects of EPI's proposal was to
obtain data on non-recipients in all provinces and
to use regression-discontinuity analysis as a means
of examining the pure impact of the awards.
However, while the Foundation had legal access
to the student information of access bursary
recipients, it had no legal right to any of the data for
non-recipients. Securing these data was the main
focus of the project’s early months.

In December 2005, a preliminary document was
sent to all provinces. It outlined the data require-
ments of the project, demonstrated the value of the
project to their own decision-making processes and
requested their participation. Over the next two
months, Foundation staff and EPI staff met with
officials in all provincial capitals to discuss securing
data on non-recipients. Doing so required changing
the wording of the data release consent form
that accompanies the student aid application in
each province.

In the end, eight provinces agreed to amend their
rules to permit the project to go forward. The two
exceptions were Quebec and Ontario; however, in
both cases, the inability to obtain consent does not
unduly damage the quality of the research.”

Data Handling Protocols

Data handling is an extremely important aspect of
the MESA project. The project involves the handling
of several tens of thousands of student aid adminis-
trative files, every one of which contains sensitive

8. InQuebec, the award has been structured in such a way that non-recipients of the Foundation’s access bursary receive equivalent treatment
from the Government of Quebec. As a result, there is no real advantage in receiving administrative data from non-recipients. In Ontario,
starting in 2006-07, the grant will go to students from both lower and lower middle-income families. Only lower-income students within this
group of recipients receive the Government of Canada’s grant for low-income students, while the rest do not. This means that it will be

possible to evaluate the impact of the access bursary.
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personal data. Moreover, in many provinces, this is
the first time a student financial aid data transfer
to a third party for research purposes has been
undertaken on such a scale. It is therefore vital that
data handling be done with the utmost care.

Personal data are transferred from the provinces
to the Foundation in an encrypted format for the
purpose of granting awards. These same data are
then transferred from the Foundation to EPI, again
in an encrypted format. Once in EPI's possession,
data are immediately removed from the networked
system and placed on a secure, non-network
computer. Access to this computer is safeguarded
by a biometric security system coded to only two
employees’ fingerprints. Additionally, the hard drive
is password protected and files remain encrypted
while on the hard drive.

Files from the provinces are carefully sorted. For
those students who have been selected as part of
the sample frame, only those fields containing
necessary personal identifiers (e.g., name, phone
number) are provided to the survey company;
personal financial data (e.g., family income, student
assistance amounts) are rigorously filtered out.
Conversely, when EPI analysts look at administra-
tive data, no names or personal contact data are
available to them. The survey file and the adminis-
trative files are eventually linked through a series of
PINs, again with name and contact data removed.

Administrative Data Issues

Another key task in creating the SLIS was assuring
that the administrative data received from the prov-
inces are cleaned for use in analysis. This involves
analyzing various data fields either individually or
in combination to search for outlying cases or cases
that appear to contravene award regulations.

While cleaning the administrative data, anumber
of systemic issues causing problems for analysis
were identified. Solutions to each of these problems
were proposed by the Foundation, which in all
cases was able to work with the provinces to clarify
definitions, improve precision of data or add extra
data fields for the 2006-07 survey.

Survey Development

Survey development began in October 2005 at
Queen’s University in Kingston. At the outset of
the project, EPI convened a meeting of review
committee members, along with several other
key researchers who had been identified as
possible contributors to the project, including
Dr. Saul Schwartz, Dr. Richard Mueller, Dr. Philip
Oreopoulos and Dr. Steven Lerner. Based on a set of
anticipated explanatory models, the group selected
aseriesofgeneralareasofquestioning. Subsequently,
a small survey committee, chaired by Alex Usher,
was formed to develop each of the general areas.

The committee ultimately created seven survey
modules:

a) Socio-demographic

b) High School Experiences

c) Return on Investment

d) Post-Secondary Experiences

e) Time Use and Labour Market
f) Student Financial Assistance
g) Drop-out

The survey instrument was tested with roughly 40
students in telephone interviews in February 2006.
These students subsequently took part in focus
groups with more intensive questioning about the
instrument. This process led to a number of changes
in the wording of the instrument. The revised survey
instrument was then put into the field in March 2006
in three provinces: British Columbia, Saskatchewan
and Ontario. Please see the next section.

The instrument was then discussed with staff at
Statistics Canada’s Centre for Education Statistics
over two days in May and June 2006. Based on their
input, a new draft instrument was prepared in
August 2006. This draft was sent for comment to a
number of experts in specific subject fields, including
Peter Dietsche (retention), Fred Hemingway (student
assistance) and Rachelle Thibodeau (student be-
haviour). Their feedback was incorporated into the
final draft, completed in early November 2006.



Survey Pilot

In March 2006, EPI's survey partner, Acumen,
conducted a pilot test of the instrument in three
provinces: British Columbia, Saskatchewan and
Ontario. The pilot was designed to test five aspects
of the survey:

* Information transfer. The information protection
and transfer scheme developed by EPI and imple-
mented by Acumen worked very well during
the test.

° Flow and comprehensibility of the survey
instrument. Over the course of 1,000 interviews,
Acumen was able to spot the questions that were
causing difficulty, and recommended changes
(see the previous section).

° Ability of the call centre to capture and track all
necessary data.
Management System (SMS) to capture relevant
data in all its surveys, and the system performed

Acumen wuses its Survey

to the necessary standards in the pilot.

* Ability to acquire an adequate rate of co-operation
from students. This is and will continue to be an
area that requires extreme vigilance. At the
provincial level, many of the sample sizes are
very small. In order for the survey results to be
significant, it is necessary to obtain very strong
response rates from a group that is known to be
hard to contact. There is a basic problem with the
file as received from the provinces—25% of
contact numbers given by students for the
purpose of obtaining student assistance in the
summer are incorrect by the time they are used
for contact purposes in the mid-winter period.
Setting aside those students who could no longer
be reached, the response rates were respectable if
not spectacular: 61 per cent of students with
viable phone numbers completed the survey.
Statistics Canada methodologists have indicated
that this number is low but acceptable for a
survey of this size and a population this transient
and mobile. Following the pilot results, Acumen
has identified a number of steps that may be
taken in future to improve contact rates.

 Effectiveness of respondent incentives on survey

participation. A random assignment test was

done to test student responsiveness to the

questionnaire—no incentive; a guaranteed
$10 incentive; or a lottery prize incentive. No
major differences were detected among access
bursary recipients. As a result, there will be no
incentives for access bursary recipients in the
year they receive the award. To guard against the
possibility that recipients are especially likely to
answer the survey because they feel a sense of
obligation to the Foundation, both non-recipients
and recipients being interviewed in years subse-
quent to the one in which the grant was awarded

will be offered a prize incentive.

Improving the Use of Statistics
Canada Data

In addition to producing original data on student
attrition, the MESA project has been designed to
utilize and analyze the large amounts of data within
existing Statistics Canada databases. Three surveys
are of particular interest:

* Post-Secondary Education Participation Survey
(PEPS). This nationwide survey of 5,000 youth aged
17 to 24 was undertaken in early 2002 and deals
with high school experiences, post-secondary
education financing, post-secondary education
intentions, student loan awareness and socioeco-
nomic status. Roughly two-thirds of the sample
have some kind of post-secondary experience
(i.e., in 2002, they were or had previously been
enrolled in post-secondary education).

* Youth in Transition Survey Cohort A (YITS-A). This
national longitudinal study of 30,000 youth aged
15beganin the year 2000. The 2000 wave included
interviews with students and parents, as well
as each individual student’s results on the
OECD’s Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) exam (for more details, go to
www.pisa.oecd.org). Students were re-interviewed
in 2002 and 2004, at the ages of 17 and 19, with
respect to their educational and labour market
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experiences. YITS-A is therefore an excellent
source of data with respect to first-time access to
post-secondary education.

* Youth in Transition Survey Cohort B (YITS-B).
This longitudinal study of 23,000 youth aged 18 to
20 in 2000 focuses on labour market and educa-
tional experiences. Students were re-interviewed
in 2002 (aged 20 to 22) and 2004 (aged 22 to 24),
thus providing a very good resource for studying
access to post-secondary education, especially
with regard to retention and persistence.

In addition to exploiting the YITS and PEPS data
sets, there is also the possibility of linking together
two databases which have not previously been
linked—namely, the LAD, which contains the tax
records of one-fifth of the country’s population, and
ESIS, which contains large amounts of data on each
student’s educational record and can track students
from one school to another. A request has been
made to Statistics Canada regarding the creation of
a LAD-ESIS link in order to determine more about
retention from this source. Itis hoped that alink can
eventually be made between LAD-ESIS and some of
the administrative record data gathered from the
provinces. However, this is not expected to occur
before 2008.

In order to exploit the databases mentioned
above, steps were taken to involve researchers in
various fields from across the country. In August
2006, EPI released a request for proposals (RFP) that
was widely circulated in Canadian academia. The
RFP invited researchers to develop proposals
which would make use of the YITS and PEPS
data. Researchers were offered stipends ranging
from $5,000 to $20,000, depending on the size of
the project, and the assistance of two research
assistants hired by the MESA project and based at
Statistics Canada.

Twelve proposals were received by the project
deadline. The research review committee met on
October 21, 2006, to review the proposals. The
committee accepted five proposals immediately,
asked three researchers to revise and re-submit
their proposals (all of which were eventually
accepted) and declined to fund the remaining four.

The researchers whose proposals were accepted,
along with tentative titles for their papers, are
shown below:

* Lorne Carmichael and Ross Finnie, “The Purpose
of Loans and Grants”

¢ Richard Mueller and Ross Finnie, “The Influence of
Early Background on Post-Secondary Education”

* Lesley Andres and Maria Adamuti-Trach, “For
Whom Does Student Aid Make a Difference?:
A 15-Year Portrait of British Columbia Adults”

* George Frempong, Xin Ma and George Mensah,
“Accessing Post-Secondary Education: Vulnera-
bility in Families and the Influence of Schooling
Processes”

¢ David Johnson, “Tuition and Student Choice”

* Michael Hoy, Louis Christofides, Thanasis Stengos
and Zhi Li, “Access to Post-Secondary Education:
The Influence of Parental Education and Gender”

e Kathleen Day, “What is the Effect of Financial Aid
on the Graduation Rates of College and University
Students in Canada?”

e Felice Martinello, “Tracking Student Transitions”

Draft versions of each of these papers are due to be
presented at a public conference in May or June
2007. Working paperswill subsequentlybe published
on the MESA website and may also be published
through Statistics Canada and The Daily.

Designing a Randomized Field
Trial Experiment

At the outset of the contract, EPI proposed a random
field trial experiment on financial aid. The proposal
was rather simple: take a group of roughly 900 indi-
viduals, divide them randomly into two groups,
provide one group with roughly $2,000 in extra cash
and measure the results on retention over the course
of two years.

Unfortunately, the Foundation was not able to
arrive at arrangements for provincial participation
in this project. As a result, in 2007, it will be seeking
to negotiate institutional partnerships.



Data Summary

During the 2005-06 loan year, the Foundation and
EPI had access to the administrative files of reci-
pients in eight provinces. There were no data from
Alberta and Prince Edward Island because their
agreements had not yet been signed with the
Foundation. Non-recipient data were not available
because agreements with provinces regarding access

to non-recipient data could not be made retroactive
to the start of the school year for legal reasons.
While the available administrative data say little
that is useful in terms of reasons for retention or
attrition, they do provide an interesting portrait of
the low-income student aid recipient population
across the country. A summary of some key data on

Summary of Access Bursary Recipient Characteristics by Province for 2005-06 Cohort

Gender Ratio Certificate: Average Value of Average Value
Province (Female:Male) Average Age Bachelor’s Ratio Assessed Need of Bursary Grant
British Columbia 60:40 19 54:46 $8,826 $2,000
Alberta Did not participate in 2005-06 Millennium Access Bursary Program.
Saskatchewan 73:27 25 32:68 $12,866 $2,631°
Manitoba 56:44 29 39:61 $10,005 $4,779
Ontario 59:41 19 34:66 $8,261 $1,665
Quebec 64:36 20 47:53 $7,629 $2,471
Nova Scotia 63:37 18 11:89 $13,805 $1,404
Newfoundland 66:34 18 44:56 $8,750 $243
and Labrador
New Brunswick 64:36 18 29:71 $10,918 $1,000

PE.I Did not participate in 2005-06 Millennium Access Bursary Program.
Average Average Average Proportion of Average Unmet Need
Parental Value of Unmet Recipients with for Recipients with
Province Income Total Awards Need Positive Unmet Need Positive Unmet Need
British Columbia $26,366 $10,022 ($1,196) 19% $1,896
Alberta Did not participate in 2005-06 Millennium Access Bursary Program.
Saskatchewan $33,423 $11,417 ($1,449) 39% $5,720
Manitoba — $12,900 ($2,895) 14% $3,818
Ontario $21,065 $8,092 $169 21% $1,200
Quebec $14,801 $7,629 $0 n/a n/a
Nova Scotia $34,784 $13,875 $70 9% $1,972
Newfoundland $35,792 $8,760 ($10) 3% $534
and Labrador
New Brunswick $23,340 n/a n/a n/a n/a

PE.I Did not participate in 2005-06 Millennium Access Bursary Program.

9. Average remission value is $1,849; average cash value is $782.



low-income bursary recipients in each province is
provided on the following page. The population
appears relatively similar across all provinces (or, to
the extent that there are differences by province,
they are due to differences in the structure of the
provincial education system, such as the high rate
of college enrolment in British Columbia). The two
exceptions are Manitoba, where access bursaries in
2005-06 were given exclusively to graduates of Adult
Learning Centres, and Saskatchewan, where they
were awarded only to first-year Aboriginal students.
This means that students in these two provinces
have a very different profile from those in the rest
of the country.
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A full data analysis for each province was
conducted. The Education Policy Institute intends
to make these summaries accessible via the MESA
project website (www.mesa-project.org).

As noted previously, surveys were conducted in
threejurisdictions as part of the pilot project. Survey
data are therefore available from each of these
provinces, although their scientific value is limited
with respect to total responses (under 400 in each
province) and the fact that they only look at access
bursary recipients. These data have already been
transmitted to the Foundation.



Plans for 2007

Survey of Low-Income Students

Between December 2006 and March 2007, EPI will
receive the appropriate student aid administrative
files from the Foundation and separate these files into
analytic files (to be retained and analyzed at EPI) and
contact files (to be used by Acumen to perform the
survey). The survey will be in the field in early January
in a few provinces, starting with Ontario, and stay in
the field until late March in Quebec.

The cleaned analytic files should be available for
research use by mid-May 2007, at which time the
Foundation will be provided with a full set of basic
descriptive data for each provincial file. Data
cleaning and analysis of the survey file is likely to
be concluded by the end of June; at that time,
descriptive files for each province will be provided
to the Foundation. A set of merged files incorporating
both the survey and the administrative data should
be available to researchers for the next round of
calls for proposals in the early fall of 2007.

Exploiting Statistics Canada Data

The eight papers commissioned by the committee,
along with some additional work on YITS to be
performed independently by research director Ross
Finnie, should all be available in draft form by fall
2007. At that time, the papers will be presented at a
conference to be organized by the Foundation.
These papers will be among the first to use the new
YITS-A data which allows for correlations between
current post-secondary status and cognitive abilities
displayed at the age of 15, as measured by PISA, and
are expected to provide a great deal of insight into the
issues of access and persistence. The findings can
then be used to refine and guide research questions
for subsequent calls for proposals in 2007 and 2008.

Randomized Field Trial Experiment

Discussions are currently underway with institutions
in the province of Ontario regarding the possibility of

creating arandomized field trial experiment. A project
should be up and running in at least one institution in
that province by September 2007.



MESA Project: Measuring the Effectiveness of Student Assistance — Annual Report 2006



Key Elements of Millennium

Access Bursary Program
by Province 2005-2006

Comparative Summary of Access Bursary Agreements (as of March 15, 2007)

Jurisdiction AB BC SK MB1 MB2 ON
Program name Millennium Millennium Millennium Manitoba Millennium Millennium/
Alberta Rural Access Bursary Aboriginal Adult Learner Manitoba Ontario Access
Incentive Bursary Access Bursary Bursary Opportunities Grant Grant
MOU May 16, 2006 Feb 11, 2005 June 30, 2005 May 16, 2005 Feb 17, 2006 May 9, 2005
signing date
Students eligible 8,100 2,800 700 100 450 single dep.; 16,000
per year 300 Aboriginal
Bursary value $1,000 $3,000 $2,000 $5,000 (in first 50% of tuition (max. 25% to 50%
year; diminishing $3,000, $4,000 for of tuition
thereafter) Aboriginal students) (max. $3,000)
Eligibility First or second First year; First or second Graduates First year; single First year; single
year; rural single dependent year; Aboriginal of Adult Learning dependent; inde- dependent
residents students Centres pendent Aboriginal
students
Definition of Rural student Less than Aboriginal Threshold set NCB NCB
low income eligible for $1,000 parental students eligible by province and
student aid contribution for student loans ~ Foundation
Unmet need Cash grant Cash grant inde- Unmet need Cash grant Loan reduction Loan reduction
or loan independent of pendent of SFA first, then debt independent
reduction SFA assessment assessment reduction of SFA assessment
Jurisdiction QcC NB NS PEI NL
Program name Millennium Millennium Millennium PEI Millennium
Access Grant Access Grant Access Grant Access Grant
MOU May 12, 2005 Sept 21, 2005 July 19, 2005 August 2, 2006 Apr 5, 2006
signing date
Students eligible 3,000 700 1,000 267 650
per year
Bursary value $3,000 (approx.) $1,000 (Y1) $1,000 debt relief; $1,000 $1,000 debt relief;
$2,200 (Y2) from $500 to $2,500 from $500 to $2,500
$1,800 (Y3) unmet need unmet need
Eligibility First year; First to third year; First year; Second year; First year;
single dependent single dependent single dependent single dependent single dependent
Definition of Lowest-income NCB Less than NCB Less than
low income students eligible $1,000 parental $1,000 parental
for student loans contribution contribution
Unmet need Loan reduction Loan reduction Unmet need Cash grant independent Unmet need (for
or loan (for those who of SFA assessment those who have it)
reduction have it) and and debt reduction

debt reduction
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