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No “drop” in the bucket: the high costs of dropping out

“An individual’s educational attainment is one of the most important
determinants of their life chances in terms of employment, income, health
status, housing and many other amenities.”1
Despite recent declines in high school dropout rates, thousands of young
Canadians continue to leave high school every year without a diploma.2
Currently, approximately 20% of Canadians aged 20 years and over have never
completed high school.3
Most Canadians recognize the link between educational attainment and
quality of life, and know that dropping out of high school can have negative
consequences for individuals and society. However, few people may be fully
aware of the many costs—both intangible and tangible—associated with
dropping out of high school.
The intangible costs of not completing high school are numerous. Many high
school dropouts experience negative outcomes as a result of their decision to
leave school, including diminished social growth, a reduced sense of control
over their lives and life circumstances, and less personal satisfaction.4
The tangible costs are no less numerous: directly or indirectly, dropping out
of high school has enormous fiscal implications for government, society, and
individual school leavers in terms of expenditures in health, social services and
programs, education, employment, criminality, and lower economic productivity.

Tangible costs of dropping out
In a recent study commissioned by the Canadian Council on Learning, public
policy professor Olena Hankivsky of Simon Fraser University estimated the
tangible costs associated with dropping out of high school within four domains:
health, social assistance, crime, and labour and employment.
Health
Evidence suggests that staying in school makes people healthier. A review of
scientific literature shows strong associations between education and health across
a range of illnesses including coronary heart disease,5,6,7 high blood cholesterol,8
cancers, Alzheimer’s, some mental illnesses, diabetes,9,10 depression,11,12,13 stress,14
lung capacity,15 and obesity.16
A high school dropout enjoys fewer years at a reasonable quality of life.
Combining morbidity and mortality costs, there is an estimated cost to the
individual dropout of more than $8,000 per year.
Due to data limitations, it was not possible for Hankivsky to calculate accurately
public health care costs associated with early school leaving.
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Social assistance
When individuals fail to acquire a high school diploma, they are more likely to
rely upon a variety of public services and subsidies. For example, in Canada, high
school leavers make up 42.7% of all welfare recipients (not including children).17
Most income assistance (85%), which includes welfare and other supports, is
spent on people who have not completed high school: 33.6% of those who do
not graduate from high school receive income assistance, compared to 6.7%
of those who graduate.18 The average public cost of providing social assistance
(e.g., benefits for food, fuel, shelter, clothing and special needs, as well as work
incentive programs) to high school leavers is estimated at over $4,000 per year
per high school leaver.
Crime
The relationship between education and crime is most obvious when considering
rates of incarceration.19 Some researchers suggest that education is the secondbest predictor of incarceration (the best predictor is whether a person has been in
jail previously).20 High school leavers are disproportionately represented among
prison populations. For example, in British Columbia, non-graduates represent
34% of the overall population, but they make up 74% of the prison population.21
The annual costs to the entire criminal justice system (not only related to
incarceration) are estimated at over $200 per high school leaver, or $350 million
per year.
Labour and employment
An international body of literature indicates a strong relationship between levels of
education and employment and income.22,23,24,25,26,27,28,29,30,31,32,33,34 This relationship
is straightforward: those who do not complete high school experience increased
unemployment and decreased income earnings compared to those who have
completed a high school education.
Higher unemployment and lower incomes result in an estimated income loss to
individual dropouts of over $3,000 per year, compared to individuals with a high
school diploma (and no post-secondary education). For the public, the loss of
income tax revenue and employment insurance premiums together with the cost
of employment insurance payments adds up to an estimated additional $3,000
per year per high school leaver.
The table below provides estimated private (individual) and public (state) costs
associated with each of the four domains described above. Costs are estimated in
the hundreds of billions of dollars when aggregated over the expected lifetimes of
dropouts across Canada.
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Table 1:
Tangible costs of high school non-completion in Canada (2008 dollars)
Estimated cost per dropout

Aggregated total in Canada

Annual

Lifetime

Annual

Lifetime

Health (Private)a

$8,098

$211,471b

$23.8 billion

$623 billion b

Social Assistance (Public)

$4,230

$969 million

Crime (Public)

$224

$350 million

Tangible Costs

Labour and Employment
Earning loss (Private)

$3,491

$104,222c

$10.3 billion

$307 billion c

Tax revenue loss (Public)

$226

$6,882

$378 million

$11.5 billion

Revenue loss in employment insurance premium
(Public)

$68

$2,063

$201 million

$6.1 billion

Employment insurance cost
(Public)

$2,767

$1.1 billion

a Data on public costs are not available.
b “Lifetime” costs related to health reflect costs over a span of 35 years.
c “Lifetime” costs related to income reflect earning loss over a 35-year span (assuming lifetime earnings start from
age 20 through 54)

Lessons in Learning: Strategies to promote success
among Canadian high school students
There are enormous potential cost savings associated with reducing high school
dropout rates in Canada. Governments across Canada recognize this potential
and are working to reduce the number of students who leave high school prior
to graduation. These efforts have yielded impressive gains: between 1990 and
2004, Canada’s high school dropout rate fell from 17% to 10%—and during this
period, dropout rates fell in every province, with the steepest decline (from 20%
down to 8%) in Newfoundland.35
Below are examples of strategies employed by jurisdictions across Canada,
designed to keep students engaged in their studies until they complete their
high school diplomas.
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Ontario
In 2003, the Ontario government
launched a broad, province-wide strategy
(the Student Success / Learning to 18
Strategy). This approach is designed to
ensure that every student is provided with
the tools to complete their secondary
schooling successfully and to reach their
post-secondary goals—whether these
goals involve an apprenticeship, college,
university or the workplace. The Ontario
Ministry of Education has implemented
a support system (in the form of funding,
policy and legislative changes, resources
and training, and consultation) to
encourage the development of innovative
and flexible educational opportunities,
and to foster positive student
engagement with education.

Ontario secondary school
graduation ratesa, 2003/04
to 2006/07
Year

Graduation Rate

2003-2004

68%

2004-2005

71%

2005-2006

73%

2006-2007

75%

Source: Ontario Ministry of Education
a The calculation of graduation rates is based on a
student cohort over five years.

Ontario has also begun to offer students a wider variety of course and credit
options and support systems. Two examples include:
• Specialist High Skills Majors, allowing students to focus on developing skills in
a particular area of interest (such as agriculture, forestry, mining, or business)
through course bundles, workplace experiences and sector certifications; and
• programs aimed at supporting students during transition periods (elementary
to secondary, or secondary to post-secondary).
One of the main objectives of this strategy has been to raise the provincial
secondary school graduation rate. Results to date are encouraging. As
demonstrated in the table below, the graduation rate has been steadily
increasing since 2003.
British Columbia
The Abbotsford School District and University College of the Fraser Valley
(UCFV) have developed a program for students who might not ordinarily
succeed in following a traditional academic path through high school. The
program provides skilled worker training to high school students and allows
them to combine their Grade 11 and 12 classes with UCFV certificate programs.
At the end of Grade 12, graduating students receive both a high school diploma
and a first-year college studies certificate.
Alberta
Alberta has approximately 130 outreach programs that help students who may
struggle in traditional schooling to finish their education. Junior and senior high
school students who benefit from these programs include teen parents, working
students and at-risk students.
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Saskatchewan
SMART (Students Moving Ahead with Real-world Training), a program of the
Saskatoon and District Industry Education Council, encourages partnership
between businesses and students. The program connects students, teachers
and/or career counselors to people in various industries, and provides
businesses with the opportunity to increase awareness of career opportunities
available in the marketplace. Saskatoon students can make informed career
decisions and learn marketable skills before they enter the workforce, and
Saskatoon businesses benefit by having a skilled workforce from which to hire.
Manitoba
In Manitoba, Career Trek is a community-based program that works with
children, families and the education community to motivate students to stay in
school and develop career goals.
Nova Scotia
As part of its program Learning for Life II: Brighter Futures Together, Nova Scotia
has created a new program called Options and Opportunities (O2). Offering
hands-on learning experience, O2 is designed to help students successfully
switch from high school to work, a career path or a post-secondary program.
The curriculum is connected to a career theme, showing students that what they
learn in school can be applied to a job after they graduate.
Yukon
Yukon has several well-developed experiential education programs, such as
ACES (Achievement, Challenge, Environment, Service), MAD (Music, Art and
Drama), SASE (Science and Socials Experiential), ES (Experiential Science),
OPES (Outdoor Pursuits Experiential Science) and PASE (Plein Air et Sciences
expérientielles). The programs are designed to increase engagement in school
and improve learning outcomes among students at risk, particularly among
Aboriginal students.
Quebec
An initiative called Montreal Hooked on Schools works with Montreal’s five
school boards to develop preventive initiatives focussing on the importance
of staying in school and obtaining a qualifying diploma. The program offers
services to young people, parents, education professionals and the general
public. It also serves as a forum for social workers and education professionals
who work with Montreal’s youth, by encouraging them to share their experiences
and best practices.

Conclusion

The failure to complete a high school education carries with it astounding
economic and social costs to individuals and society. However, much can be
done over time to change these outcomes. Governments are already intervening
to decrease dropout rates and associated costs. As more strategies and
programs are implemented in Canada, the economic toll associated with high
school non-completion can be significantly reduced.
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