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Colleges in many parts of Canada are 
offering more four-year degrees in 
order to satisfy the steadily increasing 
student demand that universities are 
unable to meet.

“I think there’s not enough seats at the 
universities; there hasn’t been for a very 
long time,” explained Dr Carl Amrhein, 
University of Alberta Provost and Vice-
President (Academic). “[Alberta has] 
one of the smallest, lowest ratios of uni-
versity seats to high-school graduating 
classes, so there are simply not enough 
spaces in the universities.”

The University of Calgary turned 
away a little over 5000 qualified appli-
cants in the fall of 2006 after having 
already reached student capacity. An 
alternate choice for these students 
would have been to attend other insti-
tutions such as Mount Royal College 
and Grant MacEwan College in order 
to fulfill their postsecondary aspira-
tions. However, according to MacEwan 
Provost Janet Paterson-Weir, availability 
isn’t the only reason students are choos-
ing colleges over universities.

“The research we’ve been doing 
indicates that students come here for 
many different reasons. One would be 
that they can’t get the degree anywhere 
but here, such as our Child and Youth 
Care degree. Another reason is they 
might come here because it’s a small  

environment where the professors are 
assigned to teach directly in each class.”

This sentiment is shared by students 
like Carlie Pochynok, a journalism stu-
dent at Grant MacEwan College. She 
chose to go there not only because it’s 
the only institution in Edmonton with 
a journalism program but also because 
the environment suited her.

“I’ve gone to both U of A and Grant 
MacEwan, and at Grant MacEwan, the 
class sizes are the main difference that 
people notice,” Pochynok explained. 
“You can walk into a lecture hall here 
with 50 students, and 300 at U of A. For 
a first-year student, that can be intimi-
dating. Most of the professors here also 
know you by name, and there’s easier 
access to them and to other students.”

While the demand may be growing 
at colleges, they were only given the 
freedom to offer degrees very recently. 
In 2003, the Alberta government cre-
ated the Post-secondary Learning Act, 
which allowed for the possibility of 
baccalaureate degrees to be offered in 
the college system, as well as creating 
the Campus Alberta Quality Council, 
a peer-review committee that oversees 
the creation and quality of all degrees 
offered by postsecondary institutions 
in Alberta. This ensures that, at least 
within Canada, degrees attained from 
postsecondary institutions in Alberta 
will be considered equal by potential 
employers.
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An increasing number of young Canadians are 
facing perilous debt loads, according to a recent 
study co-sponsored by Credit Canada and credit-
card provider Capital One Canada.

With 55 per cent of the survey’s 4487 respon-
dents admitting to living beyond their means at 
least one month per year, Laurie Campbell, from 
non-profit counselling service Credit Canada, 
explained that the notion of saving for a rainy 
day is no longer the norm.

“We’re living in a society now that says if you 
want something new, don’t pay a cent until 2010; 
get it now, and we’ll deal with it later,” she said.

Campbell also highlighted the growing avail-
ability of student loans and credit for contribut-
ing to making debt “more acceptable” in today’s 
society.

“The survey pointed to the fact that 92 per 
cent of Canadians feel that their debt situation 
is worse today than it was five years ago; well, 
how is it that they are going to be able to teach 
their children about proper money management 
if they’ve got poor money management skills 
themselves?”  Campbell asked.  

However, the results come as little surprise to 

Alemayehu Aklilu. The fourth-year geophysics 
undergraduate will face $24 000 in student loans 
when he graduates, and while he’s confident of 
his ability to pay back his loan, he admits that his 
debt constantly weighs on his choices.

“It’s always on my mind. I worry about it; I 
always think of how long it will take me to pay it 
off, how much I need to put into it after I gradu-
ate,” he said.

Aklilu said he’s worked during the summer 
to minimize his student loans, but added that 
tuition levels were a major contributor to the 
amount of debt he’s racked up.

“Instead of going to the University, initially I 
went to Grant MacEwan, and the cost of tuition 
was half the price of the U of A. So it was a little 
bit more manageable to think about getting a stu-
dent loan for tuition that was only $2500 instead 
of $5000,” he said.

However, Tracy Watson, communications 
manager for Credit Counselling Service of 
Alberta, stressed that tuition fees are only one 
component of the financial equation.

“I would agree that the cost of education is 
much higher than those of us that went 15 or 20 
years ago by far; however, it’s only one factor,” 
Watson said, adding that most individuals who 
come in with debt will have credit card and 

payday loans in addition to any student loans.
The study found that young Canadians were the 

most vulnerable to accumulating debt, and in light 
of evidence supporting the growing prevalence of 
debt in Canada, Credit Canada and Capital One 
Canada teamed up to launch the companies’ first 
national credit education blitz, Credit Education 
Week Canada, which ran 13–16 November. 
Watson encouraged individuals in financial crisis 
to seek out debt management advice.

“Because credit is so much easier to get nowa-
days, people don’t see it as a big thing to have, 
and of course we’re in an economy right now 
that’s booming, interest rates are lower, and so 
we think it’s okay we’re only paying a minimal 
amount, and I think that’s why people have 
become much more free and easy,” she said.

But Watson warns that economic optimism 
can be crippling.

“Certainly the wants might outweigh the 
needs, so if you want a new car or you want new 
clothes, it’s quite easy to get wrapped up in that 
and then all of a sudden find out that your credit 
card bill is $5000.”

“The stress and anxiety of trying to deal with 
this type of debt is huge, and another problem is 
we’re sort of living in a society of, ‘I want it now, 
I’m going to have it now,’ ” Campbell agreed.

Shazin Mohamed, Access Fund director for 
the Student Financial Aid Information Centre 
(SFAIC), said via email that the U of A centre 
has recognized the need for financial planning 
among students and has developed a money 
management workshop to cater to students who 
may need some guidance with their spending 
plan, which includes living and educational 
costs.

“This workshop will be offered to U of A stu-
dents at no charge and will take approximately 
30–40 minutes,” Shazin said. “[But] at this time, 
the workshop is still in the pilot stages of devel-
opment, and no exact date or location is available 
until further notice.”

In the meantime, Campbell emphasized that 
students who do need to take out loans to finance 
their education need to make sure they under-
stand the terms of their loans and that they do 
everything possible to reduce the amount they 
face upon graduation.

Getting a student loan “shouldn’t be the end-
all; they should still [...] try to really minimize 
how much they actually get in student loans,” 
she said. 

“Because let’s face it, it’s very difficult when 
you finish school and you’re making $30 000 a 
year to pay back a $30 000 student loan.”
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