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Aiming high: Educational 
aspirations of visible 
minority immigrant youth
by Alison Taylor and Harvey Krahn

A longer version of this article, titled “Resilient teenagers: explaining the high educational 
aspirations of visible minority immigrant youth in Canada,” appears in the Journal of International 
Migration and Immigration, volume 6, issue 3, November 2005.

A cquiring a postsecondary edu-
cation has become increasingly 
important  as  young people 

seek  to  make  educa t iona l  and 
labour market choices that allow 
them to part ic ipate fu l ly  in  the 
knowledge economy. Studies of the 
postsecondary attainment of young 
adults are informative, but it is also 
useful to examine the educational 
aspirations of teenagers. Such studies 
profile the value placed on different 
types of formal education by youth 
as well as perceived opportunities for 
upward occupational mobility. 

Differences in aspirations across 
groups of youth and reasons for 
such differences are also important 
to consider.  For example,  g iven 
widespread concerns about the 
educational disadvantages faced by 
particular groups of visible minority 
immigrant youth, we might expect 
their educational aspirations to be 
lower than those of other Canadian 
teens. In fact, the opposite is true. 
Recent findings indicate that the 
educational goals of these young 
people are even higher than average: 
in 2000, some 79% of them hoped to 
go to university, compared with 57% 
of their Canadian-born non-visible 
minority counterparts.

Using data from the 2000 Youth in 
Transition Survey (YITS), this article 
explores the educational aspirations 
o f  15-year-o ld  v i s ib le  minor i t y 
immigrant students and compares 
them with those of Canadian-born 
youth who are not part of a visible 
minority group. It then identifies the 
most important factors that explain 
the large ethnocultural differences in 
university aspirations. 

A snapshot of educational 
aspirations 
Previous research has identified a 
range of socio-demographic, social 
psychological and school performance 
f ac to r s  tha t  can  in f l uence  the 
educational aspirations of young 
people. Some studies focusing on 
visible minority and/or immigrant 
youth have emphasized the extent to 
which aspirations can be undermined 
by lower than average family incomes, 
systemic discrimination and barriers 
associated with having a first language 
other than English or French.1

Other studies have highlighted 
the personal, family or community 
characteristics that promote high 
postsecondary aspirat ions such 
as higher than average parents’ 
educat ion leve ls ,  h igh parenta l 

aspirations for their children, and 
“social capital” provided by ethnic 
communities.2 

In 2000, just over 6 in 10 (61%) 
Canadian 15-year-olds reported that 
they planned on attaining one or 
more university degrees. A similar 
proportion (64%) of parents hoped 
their teenager would acquire one 
or more degrees. The completion 
of college or CEGEP featured as the 
main educational goal for 16% of 
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teens and 26% of parents, while only 
6% of students and 3% of parents felt 
that high school or less was sufficient. 
Few students (6%) and parents (7%) 
mentioned a trade/vocational or 
apprenticeship qualification as the 
end goal. 

Visible minority immigrant 
students have higher educational 
aspirations than others
In general, educational goals tend to 
be influenced by many characteristics. 
For example, among 15-year-olds, 
girls were generally more likely than 
boys to expect to get a postsecondary 
education. As well, students from 
larger urban centres (those with 
populations of 100,000 or over) were 
more likely than youth from smaller 
communities to set these goals for 
themselves.3 Regionally, students 
in Quebec were less likely to plan a 
university education than those in 
other provinces and regions. This is 
due to structural differences in the 
Quebec education system, which 
result in more students aiming for a 
college or CEGEP education. 

Yet, regardless of other character-
istics (gender, family structure, region, 
community size, and first language), 
visible minority immigrant students 
were still considerably more likely 
to have university aspirations than 
Canadian-born non-visible minority 
students. Among girls, for example, 
84% of visible minority immigrant 
students compared with 63% of their 
Canadian-born non-visible minority 
counterparts planned on attending 
university. The corresponding propor-
tions among boys were 75% and 51%, 
respectively. 

The difference between the uni-
versity aspirations of the two groups 
held across all five regions, with visible 
minority immigrant students having 
higher goals throughout the country. 
And although nearly two-thirds of 
visible minority immigrant students 
had a f i rst  language other  than 
English or French, their university 
ambitions exceeded those of others. 
Within this “other language” group, 
81% of visible minority immigrant 

Nearly 4 in 10 visible minority 
students have university 
educated parents
While visible minority immigrant 
students have, on average, more highly 
educated parents, these students are 
also overrepresented in lower-income 

This article uses data from the 2000 Youth in Transition Survey (YITS) of 15-

year-olds. YITS data were linked with testing scores for mathematics, science 

and reading from the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) as 

well as with additional information collected from school administrators in over 

1,000 schools and from parental interviews. Response rates were around 90% 

for schools, students and parents. Over 26,000 teenagers were interviewed, 

representing more than 348,000 15-year-olds across the 10 provinces, excluding 

those attending school on Indian reserves, those in special-needs schools, and 

those being home-schooled.

The educational aspirations of 15-year-olds were measured by asking “What 

is the highest level of education that you would like to get?” Possible responses 

ranged from “less than high school” to “more than one university degree.” Parental 

aspirations were measured by asking: “What is the highest level of education 

that you hope [child’s name] will get?” Parents were offered the same response 

categories. 

This article focuses on differences between visible minority immigrant students1 

(first- or second-generation immigrants)2 and those who were Canadian-born 

and not a member of a visible minority group. The majority of both first- and 

second-generation immigrant youth were members of a visible minority group 

(66% and 52%, respectively). Visible minority immigrant youth accounted for 

12% of YITS participants while 75% were Canadian-born non-visible minority 

students. Aboriginal respondents were included in the Canadian-born non-

visible minority category.

One in 10 (11%) YITS respondents were non-visible minority immigrants 

or members of visible minority groups but not first- or second-generation 

immigrants. While this “mixed” category is not shown in the table or charts in 

this paper, it is combined with Canadian-born non-visible minority students (as 

the reference category) in the logistic regression analysis. A small number (2%) 

of YITS participants could not be classified because of missing data.

1. Visible minorities in this article are defined based on the Employment Equity Act definition 
as persons, other than Aboriginal peoples, who are non-Caucasian in race or non-white 
in colour and include Chinese, South Asian, Black, Filipino, Latin American, Southeast 
Asian, Arab, West Asian, Japanese, Korean, other visible minorities and multiple visible 
minorities.

2. First-generation immigrant youths are 15-year-olds born abroad. Second generation 
refers to Canadian-born 15-year-olds who have at least one immigrant parent.

What you should know about this studyCST

youth, compared with 73% of their 
Canadian-born non-visible minority 
counterparts, held on to the goal of 
a university education. 



10 Canadian Social Trends Winter 2005 Statistics Canada — Catalogue No. 11-008

households. For example, 35% of 
visible minority immigrant teenagers 
come from households where at least 
one parent has a university degree, 
compared with 21% of Canadian-
born non-visible minority students. 
At the same time, 59% of visible 
minority immigrant students lived in 
households with a total annual income 
of less than $60,000, com pared with 
46% of Canadian-born non-visible 
minority youth. 

Despite these differences, the 
“visible minority immigrant” effect is 
apparent, regardless of the education 
or income level of parents. In fact, 
among families where neither parent 
has a university degree, 75% of visible 
minority immigrant students aspired 
to a university education compared 
with only 51% of Canadian-born non-
visible minority teens. Similarly, three-
quarters of visible minority immigrant 
youth in families with household 
incomes below $30,000 aspired to 
a university education compared 
with less than half of Canadian-born 
non-visible minority youth in similar 
circumstances. 

Parents’ hopes for their children 
strongly affect university 
aspirations 
To i so la te  the  e f fect  o f  v i s ib le 
minority immigrant status as well 
as other selected characteristics 
on university aspirations, several 
logist ic  regression models were 
developed. These models describe 
the net effect of each variable on 
a 15-year-old’s hopes of getting a 
university education, after accounting 
for the effects of all other predictors. 
For example, after factoring out the 
impact of gender, family structure, 
region, community size, parents’ 
education, household income, over-
all grades, university preparation 
courses, and language first learned, 
the predicted probability that visible 
minority immigrant students would 
have university aspirations fell from 
the original 79% to 66%. 

To further explain ethnocultural 
differences in educational aspira-
tions, indices of parents’ school 

Three in five 15-year-olds hope to obtain at least 
one university degree; parents have similar hopes for 
their children

CST

 % of 15-year-olds who would like to get
 a university degree
 
 Visible minority Canadian-born non-visible
 immigrants   minority youth

Total 79 57
Sex
 Female 84 63
 Male 75 51
Family structure
 Single parent 79 54
 Mixed/other 74 49
 Nuclear family 80 59
Region
 Atlantic 93 65
 Quebec 70 49
 Ontario 82 60
 Prairies 80 58
 British Columbia 79 59
Community size
 Under 15,000 79 53
 15,000 to under 100,000 80 54
 100,000 to under 1,000,000 81 64
 More than 1,000,000 77 71
Language first learned
 English/French 77 57
 Other 81 73

Source: Statistics Canada, Youth in Transition Survey, 2000.

Nearly four in five visible minority immigrant youth 
want a university degreeCST
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involvement, parents’ supervision 
of the student, the student’s school 
engagement ,  and the student ’s 
friends’ school engagement were 
added to the model. Including these 
factors further reduced the predicted 
p robab i l i t y  o f  v i s ib l e  m ino r i t y 
immigrant students having university 
aspirations to 59%. 

Examining the net effects of the 
range of other predictor variables, 
it appears that parents’ aspirations 
for their child, parents’ education, 
and overall grades have very strong 
p o s i t i v e  e f f e c t s  o n  u n i v e r s i t y 
aspira  tions: all produce predicted 
probab i l i t i es  o f  69% or  h igher. 
Students’ school enga ge ment, their 
friends’ school engagement, university 
preparation courses and household 
income have moderately  strong 
effects: the predicted probabilities 
range from 62% to 66%. In contrast, 
fami ly  s t ructure ,  language f i r s t 
learned, parents’ school involvement, 
and parents’ supervision of their 
teenager had l ittle effect on the 
p o s t s e c o n d a r y  a s p i r a t i o n s  o f 
Canadian 15-year-olds.

Summary
The educational aspirations of 15-year-
old Canadians are very high, while 
those of visible minority immigrant 
youth are even higher. A consistent 
visible minority immigrant effect 
is observed even after accounting 
for a variety of socio-demographic 
and school performance variables. 
Further, disadvantages related to 
community size, parents’ education, 
household income and grades appear 
to have less dampening effect on the 
educational aspirations of visible 
minority immigrants than on those of 
Canadian-born non-visible minority 
youth. 

The logistic regression analysis 
shows that higher parental education 
and aspirations for their children, 
a n d  h i g h e r  g r a d e s  a n d  s c h o o l 
engagement  of  v is ib le  minor i ty 
immigrant youth explain a substantial 
amount, but certainly not all, of the 
visible minority immigrant effect 
on  un i ve r s i t y  a sp i r a t ions .  The 

Whatever their situation, more visible minority 
immigrant 15-year-olds want a university degreeCST
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educational values promoted within 
visible minority immigrant families 
appear to leave a mark on young 
people in these families and may 
assist them in dealing with some of 
the barriers they might face within 
the education system.
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