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C
ongratulations!  Th e fact that you have opened up a book that 

is supposed to help you with this fi nancial stuff  means that you 

are more prepared for your post-secondary education than the 

vast majority of students out there.  Whether you are in high school, 

college, or university, taking a few minutes to prepare yourself fi  nan-

cially by reading this book will save you a lot of headaches later on.  

We should admit right up front that it would have been pretty diffi  -

cult to get us to crack a book like this when we were young adults — so 

cheers to you for making the eff ort!

Almost every self-help book we have ever forced ourselves to 

read has been terribly dry and boring.  We did our best to ensure 

that More Money for Beer and Textbooks didn’t turn out that 

way.  We also know how much of a drag it can be to pick up some-

thing that’s supposed to help you, only to have it look suspiciously 

like a textbook and weigh enough to do bench-press repetitions with.  

When we sat down to write this personal-fi nance guide, we aimed 

to cut out all the fl uff  and simply give Canadian students some real-

istic, honest ways to keep a little cash in their pockets as they went 

through school.  It isn’t anything too wild or ambitiously crazy; we 

don’t advise you never to spend a nickel or to sacrifi ce your whole 

life on the altar of frugality.  Instead, this is merely a simple look at 

Introduction

Why This Isn’t a
Waste of Your Time



2 Introduction

 More Money for Beer and Textbooks

post-secondary life, written by two guys who wish they had known 
then what they know now. 

When we were eighteen, we didn’t have the faintest clue what 
acronyms like RESP meant or how to save money on taxes.  We can 
honestly say that if either of us had read this book before entering 
post-secondary education his bank account would have had at least 
$5,000 more in it at graduation — and there’s an argument to be made 
for much more money than that.  We think that’s why this book is a 
pretty decent deal.  For under $20 and a couple hours of your time, 
you get tips on how to save thousands of dollars on everything from 
tax returns to scholarships and the bar scene.  Th is isn’t a catch-all 
book that has the same generic advice that you could fi nd in 1,001 
newspapers, magazines, and libraries.  Th is is a comprehensive guide 
written specifi cally for Canadian students (and, to some extent, their 
parents).  Th ere is also a useful bonus:  it’s not painful to read, be-
cause we’re not trying to show everyone how big our vocabulary is 
and how smart we are.

Who Are These Guys,
and Why Did They Get Together for This Book?

So why the heck should you listen to us?  Good question.  We aren’t 
accountants or business types, and we defi nitely don’t have all the 
answers.  What we do have is plenty of experience dealing with the 
world of post-secondary education from all angles — and a passion 
for helping students out.

Inevitably, in the rapidly changing world that our youth are thrown 
into today, much of their future hinges on their success in post-sec-
ondary education.  Before we decided we should get grown-up jobs, 
few would have described us as two guys who were going to write a 
fi nancial guide of any sort.  We didn’t always make the right deci-
sions, and we aren’t millionaires.  We did have a ton of fun, learn from 
our mistakes, and come out way ahead of the “average” Canadian stu-
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dent (at least according to the “new norm” debt levels we read about 
every day).

Th e reason why you got two brains for the price of one when you 
bought More Money for Beer and Textbooks is that we believe 
our experiences complement each other very well.  Not only did we 
take slightly diff erent paths as students and consequently learn diff er-
ent lessons, but also our careers approach helping young adults from 
diff erent angles.  Justin helps students thrive in a post-secondary set-
ting as the dean of residence at St. John’s College, at the University of 
Manitoba, while Kyle prepares somewhat younger students to achieve 
their goals and dreams at Birtle Collegiate high school.  Together, 
we were able to produce what we believe is a truly authoritative book 
that can be applied to a wide range of backgrounds, perspectives, and 
ages.  Th roughout the rest of this book, we’ll usually talk about our-
selves jointly, using “we”, “us”, and similar words.  Occasionally, we’ll 
present a perspective or experience that fi ts only one or the other of us, 
not both; in those cases, we’ll talk about “Kyle” and “Justin” separately 
and in the third person.  We realize this might be slightly awkward to 
read — but, hey, “fi rstworldproblems”, as the kids say these days.

Why Write a Book?

We wrote this book for two reasons.

First of all, we wrote it to help post-secondary students like our 
eighteen-year-old selves and almost all of the people we went to 
school with — students who, really, have no idea about fi nancial re-
ality, because they weren’t taught much about it in high school, and 
whose parents didn’t know much about anything at all when their 
kids were thirteen to seventeen (it’s funny how your parents seem to 
get smarter as you get older).

Second, we realized that there’s nothing else like More Money 
for Beer and Textbooks on the market.  Sure, you can fi nd books 
written for American students, or books written ten years ago for a 
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student body that’s much diff erent from that which exists today.  You 
can even fi nd some resources that are written for some imaginary stu-
dent who gets straight As, has the ideal job, is perfectly organized, 
and has never touched alcohol before.  In our experience, those books 
are of little use to the students we interact with every day.  If we can 
help people avoid the mistakes we made and easily learn the lessons 
we and our friends had to learn the hard way, then that is something 
to feel pretty good about!

Personal-fi nance gurus will tell you that trying to experience cer-
tain types of entertainment while in post-secondary schooling is the 
path to fi nancial ruin.  While there is a kernel of truth in that belief 
when those eff orts are taken to extremes, we are prime examples of 
the fact that you do not have to choose between living like a monk 
and being $100,000 in debt when you get out of school.  Th at’s why 
we believe we’re off ering something that no one else has off ered — a 
viable guide to having fun in school without breaking the bank, writ-
ten by two guys who have learned from their mistakes but are still 
young enough to remember why they made them. 

Making a few dumb choices while you’re in college or univer-
sity can mean a handful of expensive lessons learned.  Making a 
series of dumb choices while you’re in school can lead to a mas-
sive pit of crippling debt lying in wait for you after you take off  
the cap and gown.  We aren’t trying to scare you, but you should be 
aware of the tough reality that students and young graduates face 
in today’s world.  Rather than dread leaving your cocoon of higher 
education, why not plan for it and be prepared to hit the ground 
running, instead of being held back by the ball-and-chain of stu-
dent debt?  Post-secondary education absolutely can catapult you 
ahead in life; but it can also throw you right into a chaotic world of
credit-card debt, student loans, frustrated landlord parents, and lim-
ited job prospects — if you allow it to.  We’re not trying to be melo-
dramatic here, but we don’t think it’s a stretch to say that today’s stu-
dents have it harder on average than any other group has had it for a 
long time.  Let’s face it:  students need all the help they can get.
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If earning a diploma or a degree while paying for it at the same 
time looks like a mountain that gets higher every day, one with a sum-
mit you will never reach, you should take comfort in knowing you’re 
far from the fi rst person to feel this way and you won’t be the last.  
We sincerely hope this book makes life just a little bit easier for you 
and helps you understand a few things most of us have had to learn 
from the school of hard knocks.
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Chapter One

How Much Will School Cost 
. . . and Is It Even Worth It?

B
efore we get into saving money and how to become an expert 

on the fi ner points of beer consumption, we probably should ad-

dress the number-one question on the minds of students bound 

for post-secondary education.  (It’s also on the minds of their par-

ents.)  How much is this going to cost?

We won’t lie to you.  Today is not an easy time to be a young per-

son, or the supportive parent of a young person.  It seems that not a 

week goes by without a new study coming out that talks about the re-

cord levels of student debt or the rapidly rising costs of tuition.  Th e 

truth is that it’s extremely diffi  cult to pinpoint exactly how much 

school will cost for your specifi c situation.  Depending on what sort of 

post-secondary education you want, where you want to go to school, 

and what sort of lifestyle you plan to live while studying, the answer 

to the overall $$$ question varies quite a bit.

A survey of students across Canada done by RateSupermarket.ca 

in September 2012 estimates that a student leaving high school today 

will pay an average total cost of $78,817 for a basic four-year degree if 

living away from home.  Here’s how that breaks down:
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Average Canadian university tuition for four years $21,464

Expenses (books, transportation, entertainment, housing, meal plan, etc.) 45,520

Interest on average university-graduate debt 11,833

Total $78,817

Th e numbers are a little easier to stomach if Mom and Dad don’t 
mind having a roommate for four more years:

Average Canadian university tuition for four years $21,464

Expenses (books, transportation, entertainment, etc.) 11,520

Interest on average university-graduate debt 2,451

Total $35,435

By comparison, here are the averages for two-year college diplo-
mas.  First, not living with your parents:

Average Canadian college tuition for two years $ 5,356

Expenses (books, transportation, entertainment, housing, meal plan, etc.) 22,760

Interest on average college-graduate debt 1,991

Total $30,107

A two-year college diploma if you live with your parents:

Average Canadian college tuition for two years $5,356

Expenses (books, transportation, entertainment, etc.) 5,760

Interest on average college-graduate debt 244

Total $11,360

Th e interest was calculated from Canadian average student-debt 
levels, an average starting income of $39,523 a year (with fi ve per-
cent of it going toward debt repayment), and an extremely optimistic 
three-percent annual interest rate.  You may have noticed that the in-
terest costs are lower for students living at home:  this is because the 
lower cost of living with your parents means that you need to borrow 
less and therefore can race faster to the end of paying those pesky in-
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terest charges.  If you’re a little rusty on what interest is and how it 
works, see the beginning of Chapter 7 for a quick refresher.  Also 
of note:  the average university student in Canada these days takes 
fourteen years to pay off  student debt.

While these numbers might surprise parents who have fond 
memories of their $1,000 tuition and plentiful summer jobs for 
all who wanted them, they actually weren’t surprising to us recent 
grads.  Moreover, the sizeable diff erence in overall cost between a 
college education and a university education presents an interesting 
cost – benefi t scenario to aspiring young Canadians.

Looking for a general itemized breakdown?  Here are our esti-
mated ranges for the diff erent categories in a typical Canadian stu-
dent’s annual budget today.  Remember that this doesn’t take into ac-
count one-time costs, such as a computer, furniture, and a car — and 
these are the costs for just one year:

Expense Minimum Maximum

R
oo

m
 a

nd
 b

oa
rd Rent $5,000 $6,000

Food 3,000 3,000

Utilities, Internet, and cable 1,000 1,500

Or

Residence and meal plan 5,500 12,000

Plus

Ed
u.

 
an

d 
M

is
c. Tuition and compulsory fees 4,000 40,000

Textbooks 200 1,200

School supplies 100 1,000

Gym pass 500 800

Entertainment and beer money 1,200 ?

Plus

T
ra

n
s

p
o

rt
. Transit pass 750 750

Or

Personal-vehicle costs
(in addition to purchase price)

3,000 6,000

Grand total $12,250+ $62,200+
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As you can see, depending on a few key choices, your bottom 

line can diff er quite a bit.  For example, do your tuition and fees cost 

you $4,000 — or $40,000?  Th e most expensive option in the table on 

page 9 costs more than fi ve times as much as the cheapest.  Our per-

sonal estimate for attending one of Canada’s universities away from 

home and pursuing an undergraduate degree is roughly $20,000 a 

year — approaching $100,000 for four years.  Rob Carrick, the prom-

inent personal-fi nance guru for Th e Globe and Mail, recently quoted 

a similar number as he looked ahead to his eighteen-year-old son’s 

life after high school.

How did we get to this point in Canadian society, where everyone 

tells youth that they should be pursuing a post-secondary education 

but those same adults seem not to have many original ideas about 

climbing a fi nancial mountain that grows taller every year?  Well, we 

actually got there incrementally.  While many Baby Boomers are fond 

of pointing out that a litre of milk and a carton of eggs also don’t cost 

what they did back when the Boomers were in school, the math sim-

ply doesn’t support the argument that the cost of post-secondary edu-

cation has risen merely at the rate of general infl ation.

A 2012 report from the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives 

shows that since 1990 the average university tuition and compulsory 

fees for Canadian undergraduate students have risen at an astound-

ing rate: an average of 6.2 percent annually.  Th ose yearly rises took 

place over a period when the rate of general infl ation was only about 

one third the rate at which tuition and fees were rising.  Th e study 

states that the average tuition and fees for a full course load today 

are $6,186 for a school year, and that number is expected to climb to 

a stifl ing $7,330 by 2015.  Th e raw arithmetic that Mr. Carrick points 

to in one of his columns, titled “2012 vs. 1984: Young Adults Really 

Do Have It Harder Today”, shows that, if the rise in university tu-

ition and fees had matched general infl ation, the $1,000 tuition levels 

he enjoyed as a student in 1984 would have risen to just $2,028 today.  

In reality, those costs are more than three times as high.



12 Chapter One

 More Money for Beer and Textbooks

If the costs of college and university are rising much faster than 

general expenses or wages, one might expect fewer Canadians to be 

pursuing post-secondary studies.  Th e interesting truth is that more 

Canadians than ever before are attending classes after high school.  

Perhaps it is the nature of the new world economy, or it could be sim-

ply that today’s generation has been coached to believe that they must 
pursue post-secondary education no matter what.  Whatever the rea-

son, the fact is that, with more and more people paying larger and 

larger sums of money to obtain post-secondary credentials, some-

thing has to give.  Th e chief candidate for what might eventually 

burst is the bubble that’s being infl ated year after year — that of stu-

dent debt.  As of September 2011, students and former students owed 

over $22-billion in outstanding student loans:  that’s roughly equiva-

lent to the combined annual government budgets for all four Atlantic 

provinces!  While student debt is tax-deductible, and interest rates at 

all-time lows have made payments easier to stomach in recent years, 

the drag that a large debt burden can put on our young adults is sub-

stantial and nothing to ignore.

So, what’s a student to do?  Youth unemployment rates across 

Canada hover around fourteen percent, and consequently the battle 

for entry-level jobs has rarely been this desperate.  Young people to-

day realize that, in order to compete in the global marketplace, they 

need some kind of training after high school — but they aren’t really 

told how to get it or even what training might be most advantageous.  

Th en we generally throw them to the wolves and pray that they come 

out with less debt than the last generation took out to buy a house.  
Finally, more and more of our students have grown up in environ-

ments that prize building kids’ self-esteem above all else, meaning 

they’re simply not prepared to deal with the fi nancial realities of an 

increasingly competitive world.

Believe it or not, there is good news.  By reading this book, you’re 

already ahead of the game and are well on your way to navigating the 

treacherous fi nancial jungle young Canadians face today!
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Th e other news you should fi nd encouraging is that attending 
post-secondary schooling is still generally a great deal, even though 
costs are skyrocketing.  Th e fi nancial benefi ts of attaining a college 
diploma or a university degree are well documented.  Paul Davidson, 
President of the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, 
has highlighted census information showing the average lifetime 
earnings of someone with an undergraduate degree will be about 
$1.4-million more than those of someone without a post-secondary 
degree or diploma.  Even the average college graduate’s lifetime earn-
ings will be about $400,000 more than those of the person without 
a post-secondary degree.  We are a little dubious as to how large the 
gap is between college diplomas and university degrees in that infor-
mation, but the principle that a post-secondary education still holds 
a lot of value is consistent across every study we’ve read.  Davidson 
goes on to say that, since the economic shakedown that began in 
2008, there have been more than 300,000 new jobs created for uni-
versity graduates — and there’s been a loss of 430,000 jobs for those 
without post-secondary education.  With the disappearance of so 
many blue-collar manufacturing jobs, there’s little doubt we’re mov-
ing quickly to a more information-based economy — and this will 
largely benefi t certain types of post-secondary education, regardless 
of the initial cost of that education.

While there is no denying the fact that students today face an 
uphill battle, it is not exactly Mission: Impossible to get your degree 
while you keep your overall debt fi gure low.  It will require some 
tough choices and a little bit of eff ort in order to get your fi nancial 
house in order, but the juice is defi nitely worth the squeeze.  Many 
students stumble through their late teens and early twenties in some 
sort of student-loan-fuelled, lifestyle-infl ating haze.  Th ey believe 
that a budget is more confusing than advanced calculus, and debt 
becomes some imaginary concept to be dealt with in a faraway land 
called “Th e Future”.  If you can manage to learn and execute a few 
key tips found within these pages, they can make a substantial dif-
ference in your getting out of school on good fi nancial terms and in 
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keeping you out of the “Look at How Much Student Debt I Have” 
features that newspapers love so much these days.

Chapter 1

Summary

A post-secondary education costs a lot of money — espe- 

cially if you decide to move out of your parents’ place to 

attend school (roughly $20,000 per year in that case).

Tuition is rising at a rate much quicker than that of general  

infl ation.  This means that school is likely to take up an ever 

growing portion of the average personal or family budget

as the years go by.

Canadian students are taking on more debt than ever  

before, and the amount they owe is increasing rapidly.

A post-secondary education is still an excellent investment,  

and will stay that way in an information-based economy.
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Chapter Two

Wherever I Lay My Head
Is Home

W
hile living in residence might mean having the time of your 
life, and getting an apartment with a couple of close friends 
may be the experience you planned all through high school, 

the undeniable fact as far as your wallet is concerned is that your 
mom and dad are the best roommates in the world.  Regardless of 
the glorious lifestyle that college movies depict, the statistics simply 
don’t lie.  Th e RateSupermarket.ca survey results mentioned in Chap-
ter 1 vividly illustrate the huge diff erence that increased living ex-
penses can make in the total cost of an education.  Th e easiest way to 
save $45,000 while you’re going to university, or $11,000 while you’re 
at college, is simply to live at home.

We know this probably isn’t what most of you want to hear:  If 
you’re lucky enough to live close to a decent post-secondary option 
and you and your parents can co-exist around each other without 
spontaneously combusting, it’s hard to justify not living at home if 
your folks are up to it.  Even if you have to pay a little bit of rent in 
order to sweeten the deal, chances are it’s still a ridiculously good fi -
nancial move.

Few students have any clue how much money their parents spend 
on relatively small individual purchases for the household and how 
quickly they all add up.  Such things as toiletries, supplies for laun-
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dry and cleaning and the kitchen, food itself, and dozens of other in-
cidental items that used to appear magically in the house when you 
lived with your parents can cost you a much bigger portion of your 
budget than you thought.  Th is doesn’t even take into account such 
things as borrowing the family car a few times a week instead of own-
ing your own vehicle; using Mom and Dad’s furniture, computer, and 
printer; and other one-time costs you’ll have to fi gure out how to pay 
for if you move away.

We loved the independence we each experienced when we’d 
moved out of our parents’ places for school.  We believe the decision 
to move away from home and to live on campus played a large part 
in making both of us who we are today.  At the same time, we didn’t 
have much choice, because we grew up in rural areas too far from any 
campus to commute.

Still, you can’t ignore the eff ect that your choice of where to live 
can have on your wallet.  Remember, for living in residence, we’re 
talking about at least $5,500 for an eight-month year:  that’s at least 
$687.50 a month, or at least $22.59 every single day, that you have to 
spend — or get to save — depending on the choice you make.

Ultimately, it comes down to your priorities and how much you 
are willing to sacrifi ce for them.  “Complete” freedom and the experi-
ences that can come with independent living are extremely attractive 
and valuable . . . but so is a stack of four hundred and fi fty $100 bills 
(which off er another form of freedom).

On Campus vs. Off Campus

It’s tough for us not to be biased when it comes to discussing stu-
dent housing options.  Although we both lived off  campus at some 
point while going through school, we agree that living on campus 
was essential not only to the lives we enjoyed as students but also to 
our futures.  We fi rst met many of our lifelong friends while living 
on campus — and Kyle met his better half there.  In fact, we could 
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probably write a whole book just on the benefi ts of living in resi-
dence.  But, in the interest of keeping things short and sweet (two 
things we are decidedly not), we’ll simply refer you to Justin’s blog, 
MyUniversityMoney.com, in case you want to take a more in-depth 
look at what makes on-campus living so special for many people (and 
what to avoid if you want to graduate at some point!).

Much of the debate about living on campus and living off  can 
be quantifi ed in dollars and cents.  But there are several important 
considerations that don’t show up on a balance sheet.  Before we boil 
things down to the lowest common denominator (money), here are 
a few points to help you decide which type of housing is better for 
you:

Living with other young people is a fantastic experience — which 1. 
you will hate about once a week.  Being surrounded by hundreds 
of students at relatively the same stage in life is ideal for forming 
lasting connections and consistently having a blast.  Being sur-
rounded by hundreds of young people also requires a sacrifi ce of 
privacy, overall control, and noise standards.  For some people, 
that sacrifi ce just isn’t worth it.  For us, it was a small price to 
pay.

Living on campus can really help you academically.  You should 2. 
miss fewer classes because you’re just a ten-minute walk from 
anywhere on campus.  Also nearby are the library and all the other 
technical support that a campus off ers.  Many studies state that, 
for the average student, living on campus makes the transition 
from high school to post-secondary study easier.

Living on campus can cripple you academically.  Why?  Th ere 3. 
is always a party somewhere on campus.  Sunday night?  Been 
there.  Tuesday afternoon?  What better way to celebrate the fi rst 
Tuesday of the week!  At some point, either you learn to organ-
ize yourself and balance out the opportunities for fun with a little 
tlc for your gpa, or you crash and burn before moving out of 
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residence.  Th e good thing is that this critical choice is en tirely 
yours to make.

Some people believe that residence food is gross and that there 4. 
is no selection.  Th is was not our experience, and as a couple 
of big guys we appreciated the large serving-sizes.  Another 
popular argument is that food plans are overpriced at universi-
ties.  While this may be true (especially for smaller eaters), don’t 
forget that when you live off  campus you need to worry about 
food preparation and cleaning the kitchen.  For those of you who 
tend to let food go bad, or who fi nd yourselves often going out for 
fast food because you don’t have the energy to make supper, this 
fact alone can make it worthwhile to live in residence.

In addition to the obvious monetary benefi ts of not commuting, 5. 
there is also a huge time factor.  We place a very high premium on 
freeing up our time and being effi  cient with our day — so spend-
ing a couple of hours every day waiting for and then taking a bus 
is not our thing.  Th ink about the fact that all of that waiting adds 
up to over 700 hours every year — 700 hours that you could be 
using on something productive or fun!

Living on campus puts you right at the heart of a diverse selec-6. 
tion of extracurricular activities.  Th ere is no better place to be if 
you want to participate in a drama club, choir, intramurals, dance 
lessons, or the debate team.  Most people who commute don’t 
take advantage of nearly as many of these off erings, because it’s 
just not as convenient.

If you fi nd yourself saying, “Yeah, sure, all that stuff  is fi ne and 
good — but which one takes a bigger chunk out of my bank account?” 
just read on for a summary of the fi nancial diff erences between living 
on campus and off .  While most people who are supposed to know 
about this stuff  will tell you that living on campus costs more, that is 
not entirely true.  Depending on your personal circumstances, one op-
tion might cost slightly more than the other; but overall we’ve found 
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that they usually come out pretty close to equal.  Here are the major 

considerations as we see them:

Th e monthly cost of on-campus housing will probably be higher 1. 

than that of off -campus options, but by the same token many 

students don’t want to live in the same area during the summer 

where they live during the school year.  Many students move 

away in May to pursue lucrative work opportunities, and others 

move back home for various reasons.  In those situations, the 

eight-month on-campus contracts are often the best option avail-

able.  When you talk to landlords about drawing up a contract for 

only the eight-month school year, don’t be surprised if they stare 

at you in confused disbelief.  Rentals are almost always signed for 

twelve months at a time; and, given the lack of rental vacancies 

close to Canadian campuses, this isn’t likely to change.  So, when 

you’re comparing costs, consider whether you will or won’t leave 

town for the summer:  if you will be gone all summer, ask your-

self about the wisdom of continuing to pay rent for four months 

on an apartment you’re not even setting foot in.

Th e question of how many roommates (if any) you’re shar-2. 

ing housing costs with can radically aff ect your budget.  If you 

choose to live with a roommate in residence, it will cut your costs 

down substantially (although we wouldn’t recommend this to a 

lot of people).  Th e same logic applies to various off -campus ar-

rangements.  Some of our pals saved tons of money by renting 

a fi ve-bedroom house together and splitting the rent fi ve ways.  

Other people crave the privacy of living by themselves or with 

one roommate with whom they are particularly close.  Make sure 

to apply the relevant rates for your specifi c situation.

As we mentioned before, living off  campus means increased trans-3. 

portation costs.  If you go to a school where a public-transit fee 

is built in to your tuition, this may not aff ect you much anyway.  

If you plan to use a personal vehicle, though, these costs can be 
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substantial.  You may need to compare specifi c parking costs for 
on-campus and off -campus scenarios at your school.

Many people claim that purchasing their own food and cooking 4. 
for themselves saves them money over the infl ated prices of stu-
dent meal plans.  We’re not sure this should be as widely accepted 
as it is, but we’ve talked to many people who are absolutely sure 
about this.  Maybe the two of us just aren’t that good at grocery 
shopping and cooking.

Living on campus gives you access to a ton of cheap to free en-5. 
tertainment options.  Just by being around so many young and 
energetic people and piggy-backing on their creativity, you can 
have a great time that doesn’t involve a debit or credit card.  One 
example is the crazy campus-wide games of Capture the Flag 
we used to play whenever someone got the motivation to round 
everyone up.  If you haven’t sprinted across your campus at full 
speed playing a child’s game at one o’clock in the morning, you 
simply haven’t lived.

Before we give you some tips on how to save money on furnish-6. 
ing a place (coming up in just a moment), don’t forget that most 
residence rooms come fully furnished — and there isn’t room to 
put anything else in them even if you want to.  Although it might 
take you a few days to get used to the meagre square footage that 
you are allotted when you live on campus, there is no better way 
to practice this “minimalist lifestyle” that has become all the rage 
among personal-fi nance gurus everywhere.  To put it simply, you 
can’t spend money on furniture, 103 pairs of shoes, pets, and a 
big-screen tv if you don’t have space for furniture, 101 pairs of 
shoes, pets, and a big-screen tv.

When comparing the costs of on-campus and off -campus hous-7. 
ing, remember to “compare apples to apples” and budget for every-
thing that on-campus housing charges you for up front: items 
such as utilities (monthly costs plus initial hookup fees), cable, 
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Internet, parking-spots, and all the one-time costs (such as basic 
furnishings) that on-campus housing usually provides.

Once you’ve lived in residence for a year or two, you may want to 8. 
try your hand at being a residence adviser.  Th e standard deal for 
most residences is that every fl oor or two needs someone to show 
the new students the ropes and generally keep order.  In return 
for taking on this gargantuan task, you usually get free room and 
board, not to mention a few other perks.  In addition to the large 
monetary incentive, your having been a residence adviser looks 
great on your résumé.

Random General Tips for Student Living 

Regardless of where you choose to live, here are some random tips 
that might save you some major time and headaches while you’re in 
school.

Whether you are moving in to a place on campus or off  cam-1. 
pus, fi lling out a prior-damage report soon after you move in is 
a must.  Residences require you to do this anyway, for their legal 
protection and yours.  Some unscrupulous landlords, on the other 
hand, might try to skip that step, in the hope that they can charge 
you for any prior damage when you move out.  Th ere are many 
places in life where you can cut corners and get away with being 
lazy — this isn’t one of them.  Make the report as detailed as you 
can, and do it right away.  Th en make copies, and keep them for 
yourself.  If you’re with a landlord, get him to sign the report, and 
get copies that include his signature.  Th is legal document could 
save you a lot of money down the road.

Even if you and your science-lab partner are “2. bffs”, you still 
need to iron out a few details before moving in together.  We 
have seen several really good friends have their relationships se-
verely strained by trying to live under the same roof.  Try to 
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agree on some ground rules before Day One, even if this makes 

you seem slightly ocd and a little bossy.  Believe us when we 

say it’s a small price to pay for preventing major confl icts down 

the road.  Also, make sure that everyone’s name is on the lease:  

if one roommate is liable and two others aren’t, guess who will 

care a whole lot more when the party gets a little crazy.  For a 

list of topics that potential roommates might want to discuss, 

check out this article on Justin’s website for more information: 

MyUniversityMoney.com/living-with-roommates-part-.

Th ere are so many tips for saving money on groceries and utilities 3. 

that they could make up a book all by themselves.  We defi nitely 

recommend looking into this, and we have several tips on Justin’s 

websites in case you’re interested.  Check out YoungandTh rifty.ca 

in addition to the aforementioned MyUniversityMoney.com.

If you’re having a hard time fi nding a decent place to rent (a 4. 

major concern on many campuses), then harness the power of 

your network.  Get on Facebook and use it for something other 

than posting generic pictures of yourself at the beach.  Students 

often recommend new tenants to the landlord to take their place 

when they leave.  As long as the incoming tenants have had a 

good record as renters, the landlord probably will be grateful for 

the low-maintenance referral.  What about your friend’s aunt, 

whose bridge partner is a property manager?  Let her know you’re 

a low-risk renter and have been in the market for a while.  It 

should go without saying that you should add Kijiji.ca to your 

web browser’s Bookmarks or Favourites bar and get a jump on 

properties right away.

Decide early which option is best for you and then get the paper-5. 

work done yesterday.  Whether you are looking at housing on 

campus or off , the earlier you make sure the details are in place, 

the less stress you will put on yourself.  Scraping the bottom of 

the barrel and sitting on waiting lists for places that are forty-fi ve 
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minutes from your campus is not a good start to your school 
year.

Never let the beer fridge go empty.6. 

Buying Your Own Place

One interesting option several families have pursued to their bene-
fi t is to buy a house close to campus and then have the children pay 
rent to their parents to cover the mortgage.  When this plan works 
well, the student usually has a few friends as roommates who can be 
trusted to pay rent on time and not destroy the house (or at least help 
fi x it when they do).  Th is option makes even more sense for parents 
who have more than one child attending post-secondary studies in 
the same general area.

Because the average student will spend about $30,000 in rent or 
residence fees while earning a degree (and that’s a conservative esti-
mate), there is a strong argument for paying that money to your par-
ents and building equity in a house.  (Equity is the part of a house 
that your parents do not owe any money on.  As they pay down the 
mortgage loan they used to buy the house, they’re said to be build-
ing equity.)  Let’s check out the math for a hypothetical family with 
three children attending school in the same town.  If they buy a 
four-bedroom house for $300,000 and spread the mortgage payments 
over twenty-fi ve years (with a standard 20-percent down payment), 
and if they get a 3.9-percent interest rate to guarantee low costs for 
the long term, the monthly mortgage payment will be about $1,250.  
Most students pay $400 to $600 every month to live close to campus.  
If you charge the minimum of that range and get a rent-paying oc-
cupant for each of the four bedrooms (the three siblings and a room-
mate), you have $1,600 in cash coming in every month to off set the 
$1,250 mortgage bill.  Add in repairs, property tax, and all that other 
fun stuff , and you might not make a whole lot of money overall — but 
you are building some pretty substantial equity, instead of forking over 
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money to another property owner (whether it’s a university residence 
or an apartment landlord).

Some people will quickly point out that you have to claim the 
rental money as income and that you have to pay taxes on it.  While 
that is true, remember to factor in tax deductions for mortgage in-
terest, property taxes, insurance, and upkeep on a rental property.  To 
top it all off , you parents can actually pay your child a salary to be the 
“property manager”, and that is also tax-deductible.

Here are some points to consider when you’re thinking about in-
vesting in a house or condo for your children to live in while they at-
tend school:

You might read national headlines saying certain real-estate mar-1. 
kets are bubbles right now, but in our experience the housing 
value close to major campuses never really goes down too much.  
Location, location, location, right?

On the other hand, real-estate investment is never a sure thing, 2. 
and many fi nancial professionals in Canada are advising most 
people to stay away from it — especially in major urban markets.

Vacancy rates anywhere near most of the major campuses across 3. 
Canada at the time of writing are extremely low and have been 
for some time.  Buying property allows you to be on the profi t-
able side of that supply-and-demand curve.  Your children won’t 
have to pay increasing rents, and at the same time you will be able 
to charge higher levels of rent to everyone else.

Your children will never have to worry about where they will live 4. 
next school year and the hassle of moving.  Th ey also won’t have 
to deal with a residence adviser they don’t like, or a jerk of a land-
lord (well . . . at least we hope they won’t consider their landlord 
a jerk).  Th at stability is worth something and makes it easier for 
them to do their best in school.

When your son or daughter graduates, he or she can buy the 5. 
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house from you at a discount and start building his or her own 
credit rating with a house that’s in a desirable location.  Your child 
can even begin renting out to the next generation of students to 
supplement his or her income.

Living in their own place and being their own “property manager” 6. 
forces your kids to learn basic home-maintenance and handyman 
skills — which sure beats paying $100-an-hour contractors.

When you’re a landlord, there is always a risk posed by your ten-7. 
ants.  While your kids’ friends may be fun to party with, the ques-
tion of whether they should live together and you should trust 
them in a business sense can be a whole other matter.  It probably 
wouldn’t be a bad idea to get a basic rental contract from a law-
yer, just so everyone’s on the same page from Day One.

If you intend to sell the rental property when the kids have fi n-8. 
ished school, keep in mind that any capital gains you made on 
what you paid for the house are taxable (unlike any capital gains on 
your principal residence).  Th e silver lining if the local real-estate 
market takes a dip and you sell at a loss is that you can use that 
loss to off set other investment income at tax time.

Subletting

When summer rolls around, many students leave their fall and win-
ter homes to pursue work, head back home to live with their parents, 
or both.  If you are renting an apartment these days and are able to 
negotiate an eight-month contract, then kudos to you:  most land-
lords work only in twelve-month contracts.  Th is inevitably means 
your apartment will be sitting there for four months unoccupied while 
you are still paying rent on it.  One way to reduce the blow to your 
wallet in this scenario is to look into subletting your rental for the 
period when you’ll be gone.  When you sublet, someone rents your 
apartment or room from you while you’re away.  It can be a great way 
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to put some cash in your pocket over the summer.  Most landlords 

are understanding when it comes to subletting, and some even have 

waiting lists that make the process very easy.  Still, before going fur-

ther, you should investigate the laws about subletting in your prov-

ince, and you should look at that contract you signed last year to see 

what it says about subletting.

If you choose to sublet, you should consider that there is often a 

glut of student rentals that go on the market in May.  To increase your 

chances of fi nding a good subletting tenant quickly, here are some 

things you can do.  First, get on top of things early.  Th e sooner you get 

the word out among your friends and contacts, the better.  Printing a 

few homemade advertisements to post in high-traffi  c areas and mak-

ing a Kijiji.ca advertisement aren’t bad ideas either.  Also, consider 

giving a discount of ten to twenty percent on the rent you pay, in order 

to stand out a little.  Because there is so much competition, you might 

have to advertise a lower price to get noticed.  Besides, even though 

that discount will come out of your pocket, having someone else pay 

eighty or ninety percent of your rent for you is better than zero per-

cent, right?  Th e sooner you get the sublet contract signed (often your 

landlord will have a template with blanks to fi ll in), the easier your 

life will be.  Some people think nothing of blowing off  an appoint-

ment to view the apartment, and the whole process can quickly be-

come a time black hole.  Because of this drain on eff ort, and because 

of the advantages to be gained by hitting the market fi rst, the sooner 

you start the better.

While there is often wording in subletting contracts to give you 

some protection from people who sublet from you, it is still much 

easier to deal with good tenants.  If you can fi nd people you know 

and trust to sublet from you for the summer, do everything you can 

(including off ering discounts) to persuade them to choose your off er.  

Jerks who trash the place or don’t want to work with you can make 

your life miserable and cause more headaches than they’re worth.
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Furnishing

Please, please, don’t be one of those guys or gals who spend their 
student-loan cheques on new couches and “sweet” entertainment 
setups.  Th at is the epitome of dumb debt.  Do you really need new 
stuff  that stands a pretty decent chance of getting wrecked anyway?  
Do you want to be worried about your precious suede furniture every 
time you invite your buddies over?  Besides, it is a hallowed student 
tradition to beg, borrow, and “steal” furniture as creatively as pos-
sible.

In our opinion, you should take pride in amassing the motliest 
set of furnishings, with the greatest collection of stories possible.  For 
example, when we were in school, Kyle’s signifi cant other, Molly, had 
a buddy who worked for a private agency that picked up large items 
that people no longer wanted but didn’t have the means or motiv-
ation to move themselves.  One day, he called her and said that he 
had a matching couch and loveseat that he was removing from an 
elderly woman’s house; he said they weren’t exactly “ballin’ ” but were 
in pretty good shape.  After Molly accepted, he simply dropped the 
couches off  on her lawn that day, and they were perfectly fi ne.  She 
used the furniture for a couple years; then it ended up in the house 
Kyle was renting with a couple of friends for a while; and fi nally the 
happy couple took the set with them when they started working, be-
cause they still didn’t have a ton of money with which to splurge on 
new furniture.  Th e best part was that if anyone ever spilt drinks or 
macaroni and cheese on the couches, it was no big deal, because the 
total investment in the couches didn’t exactly break the bank.

Check with family and friends.  You might be able to sweet-talk 
your uncle and aunt into letting you have that “retro” couch in their 
basement if you come and pick it up.  Many students we know in-
herited stuff  from all over.  Who really cares whether it matches any-
way, as long as it serves its purpose at this point in your life?  Beggars 
can’t be choosers.  If you absolutely must spend money, or you crave a 
little selection, then check out the local buy-and-sells or go on Kijiji.  
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Finally, second-hand places, such as Value Village, are a great place 
to pick up desks, shelves, and the like, in case you need something 
for your room.

Chapter 2

Summary

The easiest way to save money while going to school is to  

live at home!

Living on campus means meeting new people, no cooking or  

dishes, no wasted commuting time, and round-the-clock ac-

cess to campus services.

Living on campus means eating cafeteria food and constant  

access to tempting distractions.

Living on campus often costs more per month than living  

off campus.  But the savings in commuting and in not being 

stuck paying rent on a place you don’t want to occupy in the 

summer can quickly make up the difference.

Buying a house or condo near campus can be a smart in- 

vestment for students and their parents.

Subletting your rented house or apartment can be a great  

way to save a little cash over the summer, but be sure to 

familiarize yourself with the details.

You’re a student — furnishing an apartment means begging,  

borrowing, and “stealing” anything that doesn’t have bed 

bugs!
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Chapter Three

Finding Your Pot of Gold 
(Scholarships, 

Bursaries, and Grants)

W
hat would you say if we told you that every year in Canada about 
$7-million in free money earmarked just for post-secondary 
students went unclaimed?  What if we went on to say that the 

$7-million in question was better than earning the same amount from 
a job, because you wouldn’t have to pay taxes on it?  If you were a poor, 
starving student trying to gather the thirty-seven diff erent pieces of 
information that you needed for a student-loan application, would 
your ears immediately perk up?

Th e truth is that every year across our country we set aside about 
$70-million for scholarships, bursaries, and grants (hereafter collect-
ively called “scholarships” and “awards”, because we’re lazy) and ten 
percent of that goes unclaimed!  Doesn’t that seem a little crazy to 
you?  We hear about all these students in the news complaining about 
record levels of student debt and rising tuition, and yet we collect-
ively can’t even be bothered to reach out and grab from a huge pot of 
gold sitting right in front of us.  Scholarships are probably the most 
underrated aspect of personal fi nance for students, and they can make 
your life a whole lot easier.

How much can you realistically get through awards?  Obviously 
this depends a lot on your personal background and résumé; but, if 
you’re an average post-secondary student (not an “average” genius 



30 Chapter Three

 More Money for Beer and Textbooks

and not an “average” stud athlete), you can probably gain thousands 

of dollars in scholarships — if you apply yourself properly.

If you’re in high school right now, congratulations!  You still have 

the maximum amount of time to cash in your lottery ticket.  Th ere 

are so many awards waiting for you on graduation day and when you 

fi rst apply to post-secondary schooling that it’s like shooting fi sh in 

a barrel.  You see, there are these crazy people who just want to help 

others reach their educational goals.  Th ey probably don’t know you 

(yet), but they want to give you money just for trying hard at some-

thing.  Economists have this saying, that there’s no such thing as a 

free lunch; but we say scholarships come pretty close.

Th ere are defi nitely chapters in this book that upon re-read-

ing make us think “If only we had applied those strategies from 

Day One, we would’ve had a lot more money on graduation day.”  

One of the key reasons why we were able to make so many mis-

takes early in our post-secondary adventures, live away from home, 

and still graduate debt-free was our success in the scholarship world.  

Earning scholarship money allows you to survive much of your fi -

nancial learning-curve without a lot of stress, and it has many spin-

off  benefi ts too.  Th e great part is that, even though we weren’t stand-

out students at the post-secondary level, we still each received thou-

sands of dollars in awards money.  Justin, by his own admission, was 

certainly not an “elite” student, and yet people were often throwing 

money at him.  Kyle had solid marks, but very few of the A+ grades 

that most students believe they need to have in order to be considered 

for awards.  In truth, he received $13,000 to $14,000 in scholarships 

during the fi ve years when he was in post-secondary studies full time.  

Most of that was awarded on the basis of criteria other than grades 

(or at least in addition to them).

At the school where Kyle now teaches, one of the key points the 

staff  drive home to grade-twelve students is that they should apply for 

every scholarship they can fi nd.  At fi rst they’re dubious, saying things 

like “I’m really busy, and I don’t really have time for that stuff .  Besides, 
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don’t you have to be like really smart and incredible to get scholar-
ships?”  You see, that’s the beauty of this whole thing.  Almost all 
high-school and post-secondary students (including those at Kyle’s 
school) honestly believe this fallacy about qualifying for scholarships.  
Th e result of that thinking is that very few people see themselves as 
“worthy” of winning scholarships, and suddenly you have $7-million 
unclaimed — which you can go after!

In the past two years, the small, rural public school Kyle teaches at 
has produced about fi fty graduates.  As in any graduating class, a size-
able percentage of these students have decided to enter the workforce 
straight out of high school (roughly sixty percent), and many others 
have decided on a variety of post-secondary schooling options.  Of 
the students who have gone on to more schooling, about fi fteen have 
applied for a wide range of scholarships; and, in the past two years, 
those graduates of this tiny prairie school have been awarded about 
$150,000 in scholarships, bursaries, and grants before they’ve even 
set foot on a campus.  Math isn’t exactly our thing, but being given a 
cheque for an average of $10,000 before your fi rst day of classes prob-
ably goes a long way towards helping with those student-debt fi gures 
we keep hearing about.  Th e students who have won these awards are 
talented people (and admittedly two of the scholarships were each 
over the $20,000 mark and have thrown off  the average), but they’ve 
also known how to tilt the game in their favour.  Now you can too.

Even if you think you’re too busy to apply for awards, we beg 
you to reconsider.  Th ink about the cost – benefi t ratio of applying for 
scholarships.  How hard is it really to get out your laptop and fi ll in 
a few forms?  Is a 600-word essay really going to kill you?  What if 
you get thousands of dollars in return?  If you think it isn’t worth your 
time, consider the minimum-wage jobs many of you have had.  If 
your hourly wage is $10 and you get a scholarship of $1,000 (rel a tively 
small), that scholarship is the equivalent of at least 110 hours’ work 
(once you factor in the deductions that come off  your paycheque).  
Th ink hard about how many hours 110 really is (almost three weeks at 
full time) and how much eff ort that requires at your job.
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Still think you don’t have a spare hour to get a few applications 

together?  Many teachers (including Kyle) allow students to use 

scholarship-application essays as substitutes for certain assignments 

or as extra-credit projects.  Ask your teachers whether this is an option 

with them.  Many of us nerdy, educational types will be so happy to 

have students who are interested in taking initiative that we’ll prob-

ably agree to anything if you catch us at a weak moment.

Where to Find Scholarships

Th ere’s no doubt that, in today’s digitally dominated world, those who 

know how to use technology to their benefi t have a huge advantage.  

Th ere are several great websites that not only list awards from all over 

Canada but also let you create personalized profi les that fi lter out 

many scholarships that you don’t qualify for and then email specifi c 

ones right to your inbox.  Th is is a great timesaving tool.  Starting with 

these sites, you should get a pretty good idea of what’s available:

AUCC.ca  (Association of University and Colleges of Canada)� 

GlobeCampus.ca� 

OnCampus.Macleans.ca� 

ScholarshipsCanada.com� 

SchoolFinder.com� 

StudentAwards.com  (Be sure to check out the great little forum.)� 

Once you’ve set up profi les on these sites, use that handy little 

tool called a search engine.  In case you’re wondering, back in b.g. 

times (Before Google) we just had an elaborate system of pigeons 

and smoke signals that sent out scholarship messages and brought 

in replies — and you think you have it tough!  Use the Web to check 

out the sites for each of your parents’ employers.  Often these places 

have awards that are specifi cally designated for employees’ children.  
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Next, take a gander at the pages of any club, team, group, or institu-
tion that you’re involved with.  If you were a referee, in -H, a mem-
ber of student council, or an athlete — if you helped coach a youth 
sport — if you do your banking somewhere — or if you’re connected 
in any way to any of 101 other things, there might be a scholarship 
waiting for you that has very little competition for it.

If you’re in high school, harass your career counsellor and teachers.  
Here’s one of those truisms that every teacher will admit if cornered 
unawares but usually will never state offi  cially:  the squeaky wheel 
gets the grease.  We teachers really wish we could say that, if you 
timidly ask for something once and then never follow up, you’ll be 
rewarded one hundred percent of the time for being respectful and 
humble.  Th e truth is that your request probably will be buried under 
an avalanche of other time demands.  What you have to say is import-
ant — so keep saying it!  Keep asking for help, and keep asking people 
whether they’re aware of any new awards or scholarships available.  In 
the world of edu-speak, we call this “advocating for yourself ”.  Kyle’s 
mom just called it “Not taking ‘No’ for an answer!”

If you’re already in post-secondary studies, stop by your Financial 
Aid and Awards offi  ce and Student Union offi  ce.  One of the neat-
est tricks we picked up in university is to make friends with people 
in the Financial Aid and Awards offi  ce.  Students who were friends 
with people in that offi  ce often got some very advantageous phone 
calls.  Remember all those awards that go unclaimed because they 
don’t have any applicants?  Th ere were many occasions when Financial 
Aid staff  made discreet phone calls to friends to let them know that 
there was a week left until the deadline for a certain award and that 
they really should apply for it.  When you go after for a lot of awards 
that have little to no competition, good things happen!  New oppor-
tunities pop up in those places every day, and in many schools there 
are so many awards that a substantial number don’t even get publi-
cized.  If you show up to your Student Union offi  ce or the Financial 
Aid and Awards offi  ce and things are being run by student employ-
ees who are in over their heads and maybe a little disorganized, just 
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smile and be patient.  Showing a little empathy can take you a long 
way in life.  Ever talked to the people who serve you your food when 
you go out to eat?  Something for you to chew on anyway . . . (which, 
incidentally, is also what they say as you bite down on the new “spe-
cial of the day” after being a jerk . . . ).

Finally, though this might sound unlikely, just keep your eyes 
open, glance at bulletin boards, and talk to people.  If people know 
you’re interested, they’ll be likelier to think of you when something 
comes up.  Applying for awards and knowing that there are plenty 
of people who want to help support your studies are kind of a men-
tal habit to get into.

Here’s a specifi c guide to persuading people to give you a pot of 
scholarship gold.

12 Scholarship Tips Anyone Can Use 

1. Quantity Is Key

“You miss 100 percent of the shots you never take.”

 — Wayne Gretzky

“I’ve failed over and over and over again in my life.
 And that is why I succeed.”

 — Michael Jordan

As you can tell, sports analogies are kind of our thing.  Both 
Gretzky and Jordan were obviously hard workers who weren’t afraid 
to fail.  We often hear students in their second and third years of 
post-secondary study say things like “Scholarships are a waste of time.  
I applied for like three of them and like didn’t even get any.”  Well, 
fi rst of all, one of the reasons why you didn’t receive any money is 
that you talk like someone raised in the 21st century, and the people 
awarding the cash you want were raised in the 20th century — so get 
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someone “old” to look over your stuff .  Seriously, though, if you apply 
for only the fi rst three scholarships you fi nd in your Google results, 
your chances aren’t going to be very good:  the top results are almost 
certainly very popular and have many applicants competing against 
you.  Th e people who really succeed in the realm of scholarships are 
those who apply EVERYWHERE.

Th ere’s an ultra-successful guy out there, named Ramit Sethi, 
who may very well be the third coolest personal-fi nance author on 
the planet.  He has his own blog and a best-selling book, called I Will 
Teach You to Be Rich.  Why should you care about this dude you’ve 
never met?  Because, before he got rich and told everyone else how 
to do it, Ramit came up with a fairly ingenious system for applying 
for scholarships — and earned over $100,000 by putting a few weeks of 
his time into scholarship applications.  He also got a huge award just 
for writing about how sweet Chris Rock is — honestly, this happened.  
Anyway, this very intelligent (and passably charismatic) guy came up 
with a fairly basic system that shows just how easy the scholarship 
process is after you do a few of them.  Th e vast majority of scholar-
ship applications are very similar.  If you make liberal use of the rela-
tively new inventions of the “save” button and “copy/paste” function, 
combined with a little creative tweaking, you can pound out dozens 
of applications in a short time.  Th e more of them you do, the easier 
they get and the better you get at them.

We cannot overemphasize how important it is to spread your 
reach as far as it will go.  Why aim to get a scholarship?  Aim to get 
eleven of them — or more!

2. You Deserve It (at Least as Much as the Next Person)

Say it with us: “I . . . deserve . . . free . . . money.”  We know it 
would be more appropriate to say “My educational pursuits are worth 
supporting”, but somehow it just isn’t as motivational.  Likely the big-
gest thing stopping you from raking in easy dough is your own pro-
crastination (the student special) and your disbelief that you could 
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be the one accepting a sweet cheque one day.  Th is thinking usually 
leads students to throw half-fi nished applications in the recycling bin 
or conveniently put them on the back burner until the deadline has 
passed (that way you don’t actually have to admit failure).  Don’t talk 
yourself out of ambition, and don’t procrastinate.  Just get it done.

3. Building Creative Salesmanship . . .

Put yourself in the shoes of the average person who’s reviewing 
scholarship applications.  You have dozens of responses and essays 
to look over, and probably either you’re volunteering to do this or it’s 
been tacked on to all your other daily administrative duties.  Are you 
going to pay a ton of attention to every candidate?

Th e truth is that you, the applicant, have to do your best to make 
yourself stand out.  We will never advocate lying or making something 
up, but subtle word choices are often the diff erence between a second 
look and the paper shredder.  For example, which applicant would 
you give an award to — someone who wrote “I worked at McDonald’s 
for two years” or the person who states “I built my practical business 
and communication skills in an entry-level position while learning 
how to contribute positively to building a team atmosphere.  I learn-
ed the value of team support, clear directions, multitasking, and posi-
tive communication from a variety of perspectives, while being trust-
ed with gradually increasing levels of responsibility at the ‘McJob’ I 
worked at for two years”?  See the diff erence there?  Same exact ex-
perience, but one person can communicate creatively.  For many of 
us, salesmanship does not come naturally, especially when our own 
qualifi cations are the product we have to sell.  Th e only ways to get 
better are to practice; to ask for constructive criticism; and to learn 
the techniques in such cool books as Dale Carnegie’s How to Win 
Friends and Infl uence People.

When in doubt, give your old teacher a call:  we love to help for-
mer students achieve goals; it gives us the warm fuzzies.  In case this 
doesn’t work, there are usually résumé-building sessions off ered on 
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most post-secondary campuses; the principles are the same.  If all else 
fails, fi nd one or two starving successful English majors who have 
bleak career prospects.  Th ey’ll probably do almost anything for a bev-
erage of their choice and a massive boost to their egos.

4. . . . With Specifi c, Concrete Examples

If you Google “scholarship tips” or “résumé tips”, you’ll fi nd every-
one telling you to be creative by using active verbs (as if anyone knows 
what those are anymore) and basically to use “fl owery”, creative lan-
guage.  Don’t do this in an abstract way.  If the words don’t actually 
relate to anything or you don’t know how to use them, this will just 
turn people off .  Don’t overuse such terms as “hard worker”, “smart”, 
“fast learner”, “motivated”, etc.  We’re not telling you to avoid those 
phrases completely — but try to tie the nice buzzwords in to spe cifi c 
situations.  What makes you “team-oriented”?  Maybe you picked up 
these skills through various athletic teams you were a part of; or 
maybe it was working at McDonald’s, as in our example above.  Th e 
best scholarships will have more than three applicants and will require 
you to tie in some real substance as you dress it up a little.  Th e more 
you get used to describing concrete examples of your skills, know-
ledge, and abilities, the easier it gets.

5. Preach to the Choir

Check the application and any information advertised with the 
scholarship.  Th ere are often great tips on what buzzwords adminis-
trators will be seeking when they look over applications.  Often these 
are in the “Criteria” section.  Some common examples are citizen-
ship, diversity, and leadership.  Simply take the description, language, 
and organization you’ve used in other applications and tailor them 
to the theme of the new one.  We were big fans of glorifying what-
ever we wanted to say by writing this: “I was able to maintain a full 
course load with a _____ gpa, while doing _____.”  Th en we would 
simply fi ll in an activity that pertained to the group, club, or organ-
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ization, or the theme of the scholarship.  By identifying the theme 

and goals of the sponsor, you’re giving yourself a huge advantage in 

how you portray yourself.

It also doesn’t hurt to whip out that smartphone that you’re 

permanently connected to and do some quick background research 

on the organization, individual, or institution that’s sponsoring the 

award.  Th ink about how an activity such as coaching youth sports 

could be highlighted slightly diff erently if you were focusing on cit-

izenship, or diversity, or leadership.  Certainly you could pull con-

crete examples concerning each of those motifs from your coaching 

experience but, without knowing where you’re going, it’s often tough 

to get there.

6. No Unforced Errors

In case you’ve never watched tennis (we don’t either; tennis is for 

people who can’t play real sports . . . a buddy told us about this once), 

an unforced error is what happens when a player screws up some-

thing that was relatively easy and it results in a point for the oppos-

ing player.  A similar idea would be the plain old “error” in baseball.  

Unforced errors in sports might be maddening to the players making 

them, but they’re fairly easily explained by the fact that those players 

have to react extremely quickly and have little time to contemplate 

their manoeuvres.

Th at excuse doesn’t work for your scholarship application and 

the accompanying essay.  It really isn’t that hard to proofread once 

for content, once for word choice, and once for grammar.  One trick 

Kyle picked up is to read his writing backwards.  Th is keeps him from 

skimming words and having his brain subconsciously fi ll in what he 

meant to say.  Of course, if you can track down one of those destitute 

English majors again, getting another pair of eyes to take a look at it 

for you is never a bad move.

One thing we have noticed in our workplaces is that some of us 



 Finding Your Pot of Gold (Scholarships,  Bursaries, and Grants) 39

 Kyle Prevost • Justin Bouchard

humans are not very good at following directions.  We’re looking at 
you keeners out there who routinely go over the word limits.  Th e 
people who look at these applications are not your ela teacher, and 
they have a lot to do (or at least they pretend they do), so you will 
not gain any fans by writing your memoirs.

Generally, if you can’t be bothered to double-check for the lit-
tle things, it’s a pretty strong indicator you don’t really deserve the 
award — and it’s a great excuse for a busy person not to bother con-
sidering you.

Oh, and if you manage to miss the deadline?  Doesn’t it go with-
out saying that you don’t deserve the prize you’re after?

7. Th e Vaunted Long-Term Plan

We adults have this weird fetish for planning.  We love hearing 
that youth are tightly focused and have everything all planned out.  
For some reason, we’ll give money to someone with an extremely 
specifi c plan before we give it to students who truthfully profess that 
they really have no idea what they want to do but just love learning.  
We’re not telling anyone to make up long-term goals, but we’re saying 
that if you are mulling over multiple options (and what young adult 
isn’t?) it might be benefi cial for you to focus on depicting one that is 
semi-related to the award you’re applying for.  If you don’t know what 
career path you want to take, at least mentioning a few solid goals 
can help you sound more grounded and “adult-like”.  Having certain 
goals or plans when you graduate or in your fi rst year of post-second-
ary education doesn’t mean you won’t change your mind after all, and 
it doesn’t mean you have to stick with them no matter what.

8. Aim for the Ones Th at You’re Too Busy For

If you look at an award and think to yourself, “Man, that’s too 
much work.  Maybe I should skip it” — then do that one!  It’s pretty 
basic logic:  the more work something is to apply for, the less com-
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petition you’ll have.

Don’t assume you aren’t good enough for it, either.  Th e top stu-

dents often get automatic huge scholarships to go to post-secondary 

institutions, and many of them will go to schools in the United 

States — both of which leave more great options available to people 

who think they aren’t “good enough”.

Persistence and quantity will be rewarded.  Ever wonder how 

China climbed to the top of the gold medal count at the Summer 

Olympics?  You rarely see Chinese athletes in the fi nals of the 

100-metre dashes or basketball (although admittedly they’ve dom-

inated gymnastics over the past few Olympiads).  You see, China 

makes a concerted eff ort to allow everyone else to compete in the 

“showcase sports” and focuses much of its attention on the trampo-

line and synchronized diving.  Th is is a very eff ective way to pile up 

medals, and the same strategy can be applied to lesser-known schol-

arships that are too diffi  cult to have much competition for.

9. Get the Right People in Your Corner

When you’re asking people to be your references, it’s important 

to think about what they will say about you.  We constantly watch 

as applicants choose individuals who may be good people and have 

favourable opinions of the applicants, but who don’t actually know 

much about them or are not good communicators in the medium 

chosen for the recommendation (whether phone call, email, or let-

ter).  Th at’s not what you want.  Remember, the idea here is to get 

someone to sing your praises and make you stand out.

One other suggestion is to take the notes you made when you 

began applying for scholarships — the notes of all your extracurricular 

activities, achievements, volunteering experience, academic excellence, 

etc. — and make copies of them for your references.  Often, your ref-

erences are busy people and they can forget certain things or give an 

incomplete picture of what you’ve accomplished.  Giving them cop-
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ies of your notes will save them time (which they’ll love you for), and 

it will ensure a top-notch recommendation.

Finally, we’ve each even off ered to write our own “rough draft” of 

a recommendation if the person one of us wanted as a reference was 

too busy to give it careful consideration.  What usually happens in 

that situation is that you write a draft, give it to your reference, and 

let him or her make any preferred changes to it before signing off  

(and people rarely will make changes if you do it right).  While this 

might seem presumptuous or somehow dishonest, we believe it’s a 

fairly widespread practice and, just as long as you’re not making ref-

erences up or signing people’s names without their permission, we do 

not believe it’s dishonest.  Th is gives you the chance to craft a decisive 

picture of yourself for whoever is administering the award.

10. Momentum and Stepping-Stones

Th e interesting way this whole awards thing works is that be-

ing recognized once makes it easier to be recognized again — and 

even easier the third time.  For better or for worse, we live in a 

credential-obsessed society.  Th is means that if the people admin-

istering the scholarships can look down and see that someone else 

thought you were legitimate (as proven by your shiny scholarship) 

then they too can safely think highly of you.  Th is is similar to what 

psychologists call the “halo eff ect” (which is worth looking up).  You 

thus can quickly gain momentum by applying for numerous schol-

arships and using those successes as launch pads for your next round 

of applications.

Of course, when you earn a scholarship, the money is not the only 

reward you receive:  the connections network that many award win-

ners gain can be more benefi cial than the additions to their bank ac-

counts.  Similarly, awards give you solid proof of how great you are, 

which you can throw on résumés and mention in job interviews.
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11. Honesty Really Is the Best Policy

While this would seem to be fairly common sense, it still is often 
forgotten.  If you’re found to have lied on your scholarship applica-
tions, not only can you lose your cash award, but also you can ac tu-
ally face academic penalties and a permanent mark on your transcript.  
Already spent the money?  You’ll still have to pay it back.

We know it can be tempting to invent extracurricular activities to 
make yourself appear well rounded, or to erase “in the top fi ve per-
cent” and replace it with “in the top one percent” in order to seem 
more elite; but just resist that urge.  Th ere are plenty of awards to go 
around, and a reputation for dishonesty will keep you from getting 
any of them.

12. Watch Out for the Scam Artists

Sadly, there are scuzzy individuals out there who take advan-
tage of young people looking for support for their education.  Here’s 
the general rule:  if they ask you for money, a credit- or debit-card 
number, or large amounts of personal-identifi cation information, you 
probably should steer clear!  If you have any questions about this, be 
sure to check with your career counsellor or student adviser before 
applying.
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Chapter 3

Summary

$7-million in scholarship money goes unclaimed every year  

in Canada.  Is some of it yours?

Scholarships, bursaries, and grants are non-taxed lotteries  

that only students get to enter.

There are scholarships for every type of person. 

There is no such thing as applying for too many scholar- 

ships.

Scholarships can be found online, at school, through your  

place of work, and in dozens of other places.  Keep your 

eyes open.

Use our tips to give yourself a massive advantage over the  

competition.
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Chapter Four

Party like a
Rockstar Student

A
t the risk of sounding like the 1,001 other student guides on 
the market, and despite the title of our book, we actually don’t 
recommend spending your entire student loan on a week of 

booze-driven hedonistic fantasyland.  Partying and alcohol are not 
cheap, to say the least; and we saw some of our friends develop ma-
jor problems from consistent overconsumption of alcohol.  But both 
of us will be right up front with you:  we spent a ton of money at our 
campus bar.  If we had taken the money that we “invested” in our fa-
vourite brews on campus and had put it in an rrsp, it probably would 
be about $150,000 by the time we were sixty-fi ve.

One of our friends in university resolved that he wasn’t going to 
drink.  Instead, he used the money he would’ve spent on booze to 
buy a big-screen tv and several other cool toys that we all were jeal-
ous of.  On top of that, he’d often hang out with us and drink noth-
ing harder than Pepsi.  So, believe it or not, you don’t actually need 
alcohol to have a good time.

Th at said, if we could do it over again we probably wouldn’t change 
a thing.  Th ere is a certain paradox to writing a personal-fi nance guide 
about being responsible with money and then readily admitting that 
you like the taste of beer — a lot.  When you really break it down, al-
cohol and other expenses commonly associated with young-adult 
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partying are completely a luxury that you don’t really need.  In fact, 

it’s a luxury that not only costs money up front but also limits your 

productivity overall.

So how do we satisfy both sides of ourselves?  How do we semi-

responsibly build for the future, yet enjoy being young because we 

only live once?

Like many things in life, it’s about balance and management.  

No one wants to be thinking about aff ording things next week when 

there are a great concert and after-party to go to tonight.  If you want 

to get the full mileage out of your meagre student bankroll, however, 

making a few of these choices is a necessity.  If you succumb to the 

cliché of “keeping up with the Joneses” and try to get respect and 

validation by spending money, a fi nancial disaster is somewhat inevit-

able.  Whether we’re talking about looking trendy with the latest $6 

brew or with a new pair of $100+ jeans, trying to build a reputation 

or an image around spending money just isn’t sustainable for the vast 

majority of students.  Prioritizing exactly what concerts or sporting 

events we most want to see, or where we want to spend our clothing 

dollars, is a concept that’s diffi  cult for most us, especially because we’re 

part of the “I want what I want, and I want it now” generation.

Anyway, because the title of this book promises some hops- and 

barley-driven content, here’s the best advice we have for beer-loving 

post-secondary students:  as the legendary Forrest Griffi  n once said, 

“Beer is an acquired taste, so you might as well acquire a taste for 

cheap beer.”  (In case you’re keeping track, we just broke the rec-

ords for both the number of professional-cage-fi ghter quotes, and 

the number of beer quotes, in a personal-fi nance book.)  While our 

Pepsi-downing friend never allowed sudsy goodness to pass between 

his lips, this isn’t the norm in our experience.  Th at being said, one 

quick way to ensure that you add insult to your morning injury (hang-

over) is to wake up to an empty wallet from trying to impress every-

one by buying drinks for the crowd.  Men seem to be especially vul-

nerable to this temptation if they happen to be trying to impress a 
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pretty girl and her friends.  We’re not saying it never happened to 
us, gentlemen, but we can honestly tell you that the low success rate 
probably doesn’t justify the investment for most of us.

Studies show that the modern Canadian student who partakes of 
the traditional frosty-beverage form of student entertainment con-
sumes thirteen drinks in an average week — almost two a day.  It 
doesn’t take advanced calculus to fi gure out that paying double or 
triple the price per drink by going to bars is not making the most 
effi  cient use of your booze-to-dollars ratio.  If you do most of your 
drinking with your crew before heading out for the night (other 
than your designated driver, of course), you’ll save yourself some ser-
ious dough in the long run.  It has been scientifi cally proven that ten 
milli litres of hard alcohol are all that’s needed to maintain your level 
of inebriation (a.k.a. “buzz”) no matter how large a person you are.  
Do what you will with that information.  (How much fun was that 
study to be a part of?)

Here are a few more quick tips to save you money when you hit 
up the clubs and pubs:

If you work in the service industry (as many students do), keep 1. 
an eye open for “industry nights”, where showing a pay stub from 
your workplace can get you free admission and a few other perks.  
In our experience, employees in the service sector generally have 
each other’s backs when it comes to this sort of thing.

Call a few of the top spots in your city to see who off ers the best 2. 
birthday deal.  Playing the top promotions against each other 
often will get you and twenty of your friends in the door “vip” 
(skipping the lines, etc).

Become friends with the bartenders and staff  at your usual hang-3. 
out.  You know the place . . . the one “where everybody knows your 
name.”  For us it was our campus pub.  If you’re a regular and you 
treat the staff  well, they will remember it when it comes time to 
determine the priority for drink orders and other little perks.
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Ditto making friends with the bouncers.  Th ere is a reason why 4. 
some people get to go the front of the line and slip past everyone 
else as they give a unique handshake to the bros with bulging bi-
ceps.  Th at reason is that they treat the big guys nicely and maybe 
buy them the odd drink after their shifts are done.  Also, if any 
tough guys or gals try to pick a fi ght with you, guess who your 
good friend the bouncer is going to kick out.

If you’re into student government, or are responsible for planning 5. 
any events that include alcohol, it doesn’t hurt to become friends 
with the liquor or beer reps.  Often, in exchange for long-term 
loyalty, personal discounts and freebies can be plentiful.

Bartenders are often so busy that they don’t even notice who is 6. 
tipping them or how much the tip is.  If your goal is to encour-
age better service by throwing money at people, it is much more 
benefi cial to direct your patronage to a single bartender at each 
place you frequent.  When you consistently treat “your” bar tenders 
right, they probably will reciprocate with generous portion sizes 
and the odd “on-the-house special” if they’re any good at what 
they do.

Some people recommend putting a credit card down at the begin-7. 
ning of the night and using a tab so that you can tip your usual 
percentage at the end of the night, as opposed to saying, “Keep 
the change”, after every purchase and inadvertently tipping a huge 
percentage.  Th is is a solid approach in theory, but credit-card tabs 
and alcohol are often an unholy mix.  Make sure you’re comfort-
able with the bar scene before attempting to execute this tip.

Speaking of being a bar star:  drinks are often only the begin-
ning of your costs for a night on the town.  Again, we don’t mean to 
get up on a soapbox here and guilt-trip anyone into making diff er-
ent lifestyle choices.  We’re simply stating the reality of the fact that 
when most young people hit the bar scene they forget to budget for 
tips on drinks, cab rides, and late-night snack stops, among other 
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things.  Lowering your inhibitions doesn’t just aff ect your choice in 

kissing-partners:  it also means that trips to the atm get easier as the 

night goes on.

If you’re really looking to limit your spending for a certain per-

iod, one way to gain some serious favour from your friends is to vol-

unteer to be the designated driver for the night.  We should reiter-

ate here that drunk driving (or “mildly buzzed” driving) is not cool 

under any circumstances.  From a purely fi nancial perspective, volun-

teering to be dd will usually get you free soft drinks all night if you 

ask one of the bartenders, or give you an excuse to have a quiet re-

covery night at the hipster coff ee shop around the corner while you 

wait for your buddies.  On a more practical note, don’t be that per-

son who promises to be the dd and then ends up having “just a few”.  

Drunk driving kills thousands of people every year in North America 

(it works out to more than one every hour), and it would have been 

very easy to let every one of those people keep on enjoying life.  On 

a less moral (and less important) note, driving drunk is a serious of-

fence in Canada.  It carries large fi nes and a licence suspension, and 

could greatly harm your ability to fi nd or keep a job.  Needless to say, 

in addition to all the other problems associated with drunk driving, 

it could also cost you a great deal of money.

Justin has experimented heavily with making several types of al-

cohol.  If you want to try a new hobby and severely cut down on your 

booze costs, all while creating a huge demand for your friendship, he 

defi nitely recommends trying your hand at homemade beer or wine.  

It’s really not that hard with the specialized kits they make these days.  

While it isn’t legal to sell the booze you make, it’s entirely acceptable 

to have everyone owe you favours in exchange for the odd gift of a 

bottle of wine or a pint of your latest pale ale.  If some of your early 

creations aren’t quite up to retail standards, don’t sweat it:  in our ex-

perience, they all taste the same after the fi rst dozen anyway.

Th e hidden costs of splurging on entertainment (specifi cally the 

frosty-beverage kind) include withdrawing from courses and there-
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fore having to spend another year of your life on school.  Th ese costs 
can really get to you.  Another year of school is another year you’re 
not earning the paycheque you want.  Plus, you have to pay for those 
courses all over again, in addition to another year of living expenses.  
Kyle was fortunate enough as a young student to read a column that 
stated that the average university course comprised twenty-eight to 
forty individual classes.  At around $600 in tuition per course, you 
burn roughly $20 every time you skip a class because you’re hung over.  
A few fi nal expenses that can accompany those “legendary” nights out 
are lost possessions (smartphones, anyone?), damage to your property, 
and fi nes for what you did when your inhibitions had melted away.  
Make no mistake:  while beer tastes great, it can be a very expensive 
sport/pastime/semi-religion if you decide to use it extensively.

Smoking and Drugs

Even though we get paid to give advice to young adults, we still don’t 
feel entirely comfortable getting up on a soapbox and telling people 
what practices they should consider moral or immoral.  We liked to 
consume copious amounts of beer at one point in our lives (sadly, 
these days it is decisively less), and many people wouldn’t consider 
that a good choice as far as our physical and mental health were con-
cerned.  Th at being said, if you choose to make cigarettes or drugs a 
part of your life, your fi nancial climb just got a lot steeper, in addition 
to the obvious lifestyle challenges you’re choosing to take on.  If you 
are a half-a-pack-a-day smoker, you’re allowing $2,190 a year to go 
up in smoke (assuming it costs an average of $12 for a pack of ciga-
rettes).  Beyond all the long-term health costs that probably will hit 
you later in life, you are basically throwing away the equivalent of a 
week-long luxury trip to Cancun, Banff , or Vegas every year, just for 
the sake of your daily nicotine fi x.

When it comes to drugs, the costs are much harder to quan-
tify and obviously vary widely with the poison you pick (one of the 
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few times that’s not just a fi gure of speech).  Truthfully, we’ve seen 

some students who had recreational marijuana habits and who man-

aged to do quite fi ne (although it cost them a fair amount of money 

in fast food, Slurpees, and Cheetos, in addition to the actual mari-

juana).  Th ere are even some convincing arguments for making can-

nabis legal.  However, in addition to the upfront costs of the drugs 

you buy, you should consider the hidden costs, such as a drop in aca-

demic performance, consequences in your work life (random drug 

testing?), fi nes for being caught with the substance, and several other 

negative spin-off s that are hard to predict, including a criminal con-

viction.  Needless to say, if your choice of drug is “harder” than the 

leafy variety we just discussed, the stakes become even higher, and 

the possibility of steep decline in your overall standard of living be-

comes much greater.  As one of our mentors (Mr. Mackey from the 

acclaimed animated series South Park) is fond of stating, “Drugs are 

bad . . . mmmmmkay?”  All we’re saying is, before you make an adult 

decision about using substances like nicotine, marijuana, or “harder” 

stuff , just be aware of the sacrifi ces you are making elsewhere in life, 

including your physical health and fi nancial well-being.  Some people 

still decide it’s worth it — we’re not those people. 

The Party Experience

To help you minimize the alcohol-fuelled destruction of your wallet, 

we thought we’d throw a few quick party pointers your way that’ll 

probably come in handy at some point in your academic journey:

When hosting a party, buy food in bulk.  Th at two-kilogram bag 1. 

of tortilla chips will taste just as good as the fancy stuff  after a 

keg and a half of beer.

While fi lling half your cart with cheap food, fi ll the other half 2. 

with large amounts of no-name cleaning-supplies.  You’ll thank 

yourself in the morning.
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Clean everything non-essential out of the refrigerator.  You’ll 3. 
want maximum beer-chilling capacity and, as an added benefi t, 
it’s a pretty well established custom that the house keeps any al-
cohol overages to off set expenses.  On the fl ip side, when you at-
tend someone else’s party, leaving the last couple of cold ones or 
shots is expected, and being the ultra-cheapo who takes the last 
two back home is not cool.

Party-proof your crib.  Place all remotes, speakers, monitors, etc., 4. 
out of harm’s way.  You don’t want to be left holding the bill when 
Mr. “Dude, It’s Not My Fault, I Was Drunk” stumbles into the 
new tv you got for Christmas.

When you buy a keg, the house always drinks for free.  Pay your 5. 
football buddy (or a capable stand-in) to collect the $10 and be 
the beer custodian for the evening.  It will save you time and ef-
fort later.

Activities Your Liver Will Thank You For 

Rather than bore you with endless philosophical theories about sav-
ing money or more tips on how to aff ord copious amounts of liquid 
courage, we now present a handful of more-wholesome ways we’ve 
stretched our entertainment budgets over the years as students:

Discount night at the “cheap seats”, or second-run movie theatres.  1. 
Bring your own snacks for even more savings; we know it sounds 
cheap (o.k., it is cheap), but this is where many theatres make 
most of their money, because of the insane mark-ups on the-
atre food.

Go check out your school’s sports teams!  We can’t get over how 2. 
few students routinely go to support their schools’ sports pro-
grams right across Canada.  Tickets and season passes are always 
dirt cheap (if not free) for students, and if nothing else it’s always 
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fun to heckle the opposing team.  While the level of play is ob-

viously slightly lower than that of professional sports, your qual-

ity of seating will more than make up the diff erence.  Also, keep 

your eyes open for high-level sports events taking place at your 

campus facilities.  At the University of Manitoba, we could rou-

tinely check out international volleyball games for peanuts.

If professional sports are your thing, compare options for top-notch 3. 

minor-league games to the package that the professional team 

in town off ers for a much higher price.  With all the technology 

available today, pro sports are better viewed from your couch, in 

our opinion, anyway!

Th ere are usually some great gigs to check out in the very in-4. 

expensive underground music world.  In addition, keep your eyes 

peeled for free “open mic” nights, where there are some surpris-

ingly good, and some hilariously bad, performers.

Join an intramural team or a student group.  Th ere’s a huge variety 5. 

of clubs and teams available for any taste and schedule.

Volunteering!  We know people think of a rough-and-tumble 6. 

soup kitchen when they hear the term volunteering, but the truth 

is that there are volunteers needed all over your community.  If 

you’re looking for a quick route to scholarships, this is it.  In addi-

tion to being fun and giving you cool people to interact with, 

volunteering really does give you that warm, mushy feeling in-

side — which almost takes away the guilt for last Friday night.

If you live in residence, cheap entertainment is plentiful.  Simply 7. 

walk down the hall and see what people are up to!

Invite your buddies over for a 8. Rocky-themed marathon.  Drink 

every time you hear “Adrian” or when Paully does something in-

appropriate.  Feel free to sub in Star Wars, Mad Men, or any other 

show you can lose yourself in for a lazy day.
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Coupons aren’t really our thing, but there are defi nitely savings 9. 
to be had if you crack open that coupon book your aunt bought 
you.  Also check out Groupon.com, LivingSocial.com, and similar 
sites for even more savings.

Museums.  O.K., so we know the word 10. geek just fl ashed through 
your head half a dozen times, but what about the local sports hall 
of fame or a cool wildlife exhibit?  Most museums off er student 
discounts and can be pretty interesting — at least if you’re not 
afraid to embrace your inner geek!

Use the Web to look up some inexpensive date ideas in your city.  11. 
Rather than our giving you some generic suggestions, chances are 
someone in your city has generated a unique list, specifi c to your 
area, that’s just waiting to be explored.

Keep track of dining-out specials.  We always knew which night 12. 
was “cheap beer and wings” night everywhere in the city.  But don’t 
skimp on the tip:  if you can’t aff ord to tip, you can’t aff ord to go 
out to eat (especially if you’ll be going back — Kyle’s signifi cant 
other was a waitress, so trust us on this one).  You don’t have to 
pretend to be a high-roller, but unless the service was terrible the 
tip is more or less required.

Board games, anyone?  If you aren’t secure enough to embrace 13. 
your inner nerdiness without a little social lubricant, turn your 
high-stakes game of Risk or Monopoly into a drinking-game 
with your homemade or cheap beer.  Landed on Boardwalk?  
Bottoms up!

While trying to be like the next poker stud on 14. tv, don’t attempt 
to double the money from your student loan by betting online 
or at the local casino.  Instead, set up a $2- to $5-buy-in poker 
tournament with your pals.  You can still trash-talk and feel like 
a hotshot — without that soul-sucking vacuumesque feeling you 
can get after losing a day’s wages on a single hand.
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Campus theatre productions are always cheap and can be of sur-15. 
prisingly high quality.  Supporting your local thespians is a worthy 
cause in and of itself.

Play to your strengths as a student with a ton of fl exible time by 16. 
getting the mid-week bargains on entertainment.  Th at’s when 
demand is lower.  Th en, choose a cheaper option on Friday and 
Saturday nights, when those working stiff s take over the scene 
anyway.

Chapter 4

Summary

A great way to save money is to never drink alcohol or attend  

parties.

We highly recommend drinking alcohol (semi-responsibly)  

and attending parties.

Partying like a student means fi guring out a balance that  

works for you.

Partying hard doesn’t have to mean partying expensive. 

Skipping classes = fl ushing money down the toilet. 

You need to give your body and bank account the odd day  

to recover.  When you do, there are tons of ways to have fun 

without breaking the piggy bank.
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Chapter Five

Gotta Get Away
(Student Travel)

L
et’s be brutally honest.  For most of us who really want to keep 

to a strict student budget in order to minimize debt when we 

leave school, travel probably isn’t in the cards — or at least not the 

airplane-dependent version.  In our experience, students tend to be 

lured into expensive vacations through clever promotions that ad-

vertise very low prices for travel and accommodations.  Usually these 

ads fail to highlight multiple fees, and students who don’t have much 

experience travelling on their own are extremely vulnerable to excess 

spending throughout their vacations.  It’s simply too easy to justify 

binge-spending on student vacations by saying, “YOLO!  I’ll never 

be back in _____ again!”  And that’s how your mom got that tattoo 

she doesn’t like to talk about, by the way.  Too many students have 

had a great spring break (at least as far as they can recall), only to 

come home to a massive Visa bill just as they should be focusing on 

the fi nal stretch of the academic calendar.

We should admit up front that we certainly don’t consider our-

selves experts on travel.  Th ere are entire books written on the sub-

ject, and we defi nitely recommend a quick Amazon.ca search if you’re 

serious about travelling as a student.  We do know that doing a little 

research before you leave home can really benefi t both your overall 

experience and your wallet.  Check online before you leave to fi nd 
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reviews and prices for entertainment and restaurants at your destin-
ation.  We’re fairly convinced that, if you use the World Wide Web 
as the great equalizer, being your own travel agent is the best way 
to go.  For the few trips that we have been on, planning everything 
has actually been a lot of fun.  Such tools as Expedia.ca, Kayak.com, 
and Travelocity.ca can help you fi nd packages to stretch that modest 
budget as far as it will go, and many places off er discounts for online 
booking.  As a teacher, Kyle feels compelled to point out that this is 
yet another case in which it really pays to do your homework ahead 
of time.  (And, yes, that sound you hear is his former students gagging 
in the background.)  Here are twelve random tips that can save you 
some cash as you look forward to your big Spring Break adventure:

Th ere are some fantastic deals available if you do your travelling 1. 
outside of the normal vacation times.  Tourism is just like any 
other business:  if you travel when demand is highest, you’ll def-
initely pay a large premium.

If you’re not picky about where you want to go, and you love to 2. 
fl y by the seat of your pants, you can have great adventures just 
by showing up at a large airport and letting a few major airlines 
know that you just want to go somewhere warm.  Th is might 
sound crazy, but airlines routinely off er huge last-minute dis-
counts to fi ll the last few seats on planes.  To the airlines, the pi-
lot’s salary and the other fl ying expenses are already sunk costs, so 
any money they get for open seats is a bonus.  As long as you’re 
fl exible about times and locations, you’ll probably get an off er 
you can’t refuse.

For the slightly less adventurous crowd that still wants to cash in 3. 
on last-minute deals, we recommend checking out the latest of-
ferings at RedTag.ca.  Th ere are constantly new deals popping up 
if you keep your eyes open.

Who needs the hassle of airports and the awkwardness of a for-4. 
eign country, anyway?  We live in the greatest tourism destina-



 Gotta Get Away (Student Travel) 59

 Kyle Prevost • Justin Bouchard

tion for natural beauty in the entire world!  Take a road trip out 
to the Rockies, or hike the Cabot Trail, for some cheap Canadian 
goodness.

Wherever you end up, one thing almost always stays the same:  5. 
tourists pay more.  Follow the locals (or bribe them) to their fa-
vourite locales and enjoy better food for a lower price.  Th ink 
about it:  who knows your backyard better than you do, right?

One major expense often overlooked by many young travellers 6. 
is the cost of eating out every day.  To cut down on this line of 
your budget, consider going to a supermarket whenever possible 
and then having breakfast in your room and packing lunch for 
the day.  Th is still leaves supper as a chance to sample the local 
cuisine.  Another option that some travel-savvy people prefer is 
to chow down on restaurant fare at lunch (prices often are lower 
then than at dinner) and then pack a light supper for the even-
ing sight-seeing.

Stay away from tourist gift shops.  Roughly ninety-eight percent 7. 
of the stuff  there is lame anyway, and we guarantee that one block 
back from the main drag of whatever town you’re in you could get 
three of those cheesy shirts for $5 instead of $29.99 each.

If you’re heading out of town with a group, remember to ask for 8. 
group pricing ahead of time.  Whether it’s hotels or tours, you 
can almost always negotiate a group rate, because you’re bring-
ing in several customers at once.

Students and hostels are perfect for one another — just ask 9. 
horror-movie writers.  Th ere’s such a huge range of accommo-
dations that fi t under the catch-all heading “hostel” that it’s dif-
fi cult to generalize.  Our advice is to get on that Interweb thing 
the kids are talking about these days and check out a few hostel 
reviews for the places you’re headed to.  A good track record 
and cheap prices can mean serious value for you.  Register with 
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Hostelling International, at HIHostels.ca, for cheap tips and ex-
tensive discounts.

In case hostels and hotels aren’t your thing, many places have great 10. 
hidden accommodation gems in the form of bed-and-breakfasts.  
Most of these small businesses are open to large discounts for 
guests who are staying for an extended vacation, and a great ar-
rangement can often be worked out for both parties.  Money 
saved on meals, and great local guides, are just two of the perks 
that go along with the traditional b&b experience.

Don’t be afraid to barter.  Canadians seem to have an aversion to 11. 
aggressive negotiation, but much of the rest of the world doesn’t 
share that reluctance.  Many of us therefore pay a much higher 
mark-up than necessary on everything from basic foodstuff s to 
jewellery and souvenirs, thus permanently labelling ourselves 
dumb tourists just asking to get fl eeced.

We know we’re supposed to tout the Travel Cuts travel agency 12. 
(owned by the Canadian Federation of Students) here, but we’re 
not sure they’ve ever had the best prices when we’ve compared 
options.  Th ey do off er some great advice and defi nitely cater to 
the Canadian student experience, but we honestly believe that 
with a couple hours and a decent Internet connection most stu-
dents can get better deals for themselves than Travel Cuts or any 
other agency can provide.

Finally, short vacations are all well and good; but, if you truly 
want to experience a new culture and do it without breaking the 
bank, there are some other great options.  Th e Canadian Federation 
of Students has a great service, the Student Work Abroad Program 
(swap).  Its goal is to exchange Canadian students with those of 
other countries from around the globe and even fi nd work for them 
in their new surroundings.  Since its inception, way back in 1975, the 
program has sent more than 50,000 students on “working holidays”.  
Th e people at swap pride themselves on being a full-transition ser-
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vice, which can help you not only with fi nding a job and living ac-
commodations, but also with such things as getting a student or travel 
visa to your destination country.  Find out more at SWAP.ca.  Th ere 
are other exchange programs worth checking out as well — again, get 
on the Google machine.

Finally, one strategy we’ve seen fi rsthand work pretty well for 
people who want to travel the world without going broke is to teach 
English abroad.  If you were thinking about being a teacher anyway, 
this is a no-brainer; but you defi nitely don’t need an education degree 
to pursue this.  Th ere’s a variety of educational backgrounds that’ll 
qualify you to teach English as a foreign language, and we’ve heard 
rave reviews from several of our colleagues who have taken on this 
challenge.  Don’t limit your thinking to hotels and tourist traps!

We understand you’re only young once and that many people be-
lieve the only way to experience the world is as a young, adventurous 
adult.  Just remember that the piper must eventually be paid.  If the 
vacations you’re taking now are contributing to a bigger student debt, 
you really have to balance the positives and negatives.  Admittedly 
this is easier said than done; but trust us — Paris isn’t going anywhere.  
It will wait for you.  We’ve noticed a recent trend among some stu-
dents, for whom travelling becomes almost a socially acceptable ex-
cuse for not beginning life as an adult and looking for work, or for 
putting off  the fi nal push in post-secondary studies.  Th is isn’t cool, 
and burning student-loan money on expensive overseas trips is prob-
ably responsible for much of the skyrocketing debt you see in the 
news right now.  Go ahead and have a great time while in school.  
Just be creative and look for ways to travel that don’t put you too far 
into the red.
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Chapter 5

Summary

Sticking to a student budget might mean forgoing travelling  

for a few years despite the loan-fuelled trips you see others 

making.

Shop around to get the most for your travel dollar. 

There are several things you can do to shrink the cost of a  

trip substantially.

Consider non-traditional travel, such as student-exchange  

programs and the SWAP experience.
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Chapter Six

The Bank of
Mom and Dad

I
f you ever want to stir up a crowd, walk into a room of Canadian 
parents and tell them that it is only right that parents help their kids 
through school.  We guarantee you will get an interesting variety of 

responses.  Some parents are absolutely adamant that their precious 
angels should have every opportunity in the world, and consequently 
they will foot the bill in order to give their future astronauts, physi-
cists, and architects every chance imaginable.  Other parents stead-
fastly believe that, if they keep giving their children fi sh, they will 
never learn how to set a line for themselves.  Meanwhile, all the “ex-
perts” out there are preaching from diff erent gospels, ranging from 
“You must have $2-million in retirement savings before you worry 
about your child’s education” to “If you don’t use the resp program, 
you’re guaranteeing that your children start life in a hole of debt they 
will never climb out of.”  Usually these speeches are an attempt to 
bully you into buying one investment product or another.  But none 
of this changes the fact that textbooks aren’t cheap and, gee, Mom 
and Dad, don’t you want your little darling to succeed?

Th e truth is that, by paying taxes for years, your parents (along 
with all the other taxpayers) are already helping pay for your educa-
tion — in fact, they’re paying for most of it.

We’re not going to sit here as a couple of guys with no kids of 
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our own and say that parents categorically should, or should not, help 
their children fi nancially with their post-secondary eff orts.  We will 
say that we are extremely thankful that our parents chose to help us, 
and we think it can be a huge boost to students while they are in 
school; but we also see the logic behind the tough-love approach.

Th is much is certain:  if students are supposed to fi gure out a 
rough budget for the year, they need to have some idea of how much 
help they can expect from their parents.  Th e support doesn’t always 
have to be a blank cheque:  sometimes it can be as simple as stock-
ing up on groceries a few times during the year or purchasing a new 
computer as a Christmas gift.

Th e key point here is that most parents and children don’t com-
municate nearly enough about how they each expect school expenses 
to be covered, and this often results in both parties’ having radically 
diff erent ideas about what parents can aff ord to contribute and what 
they intend to contribute.

The RESP — the RRSP’s Cool Little Brother

Th e primary investment vehicle through which parents can help their 
children is the Registered Education Savings Plan, more common-
ly known as the resp.  Now you don’t “buy resps”, just as you don’t 
“rrsps”, because what those acronyms stand for is actually registered 
savings plans.  You don’t buy the plan:  you put investments into it.  
Many, many parents are extremely confused about how any sort of 
registered plan is used, because bank employees and investment ad-
visers make a lot of money on this confusion.  Usually, these institu-
tions get paid by simply using fi nancial terminology that is confus-
ing to most people and then putting people’s investments into mutual 
funds, which generate huge profi ts for everyone in the fi nancial indus-
try.  Before we explain a few of the nuts and bolts about why resps 
are such a great deal, we’re going to recommend Th e RESP Book, by 
Mike Holman.  As you might expect from the title, it is the authority 
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on the topic and it answers more or less every conceivable question 

you might come up with.  Because your parents probably want you 

to read this book, get them to read Th e RESP Book.  Even though it’s 

probably too late for them to get much benefi t out of putting money 

into an resp account for you, they may want to get educated in or-

der to help one of your younger siblings, or even their grandchildren 

one day (in case your parents haven’t reminded you, they’re not get-

ting any younger).

Th e idea behind resps is that the government wants to encourage 

parents to save as much money as they can for their children’s educa-

tion.  To give parents some incentive to do this, the government will 

actually put money in your resp account just as long as the parents 

do, and there are very few strings attached.  Generally, if the govern-

ment is going to give you free money, take it and run!  Th e money 

the government puts in the account is called a Canada Education 

Savings Grant (cesg).  Here is a quick, basic summary of the pro-

gram (all fi gures are based on 2012 rules):

A child can be given up to $50,000 in the form of contributions 1. 

to one or more resps.  Th e federal government will automatic-

ally chip in twenty percent of your contribution — within certain 

limits:  the government will contribute up to $500 a year, up to 

a lifetime limit of $7,200.  If, for example, you have $10,000 that 

you can give, it’s better to split it over more than one year, because 

the government bonus will be bigger:  if you gave the full $10,000 

in one year, twenty percent of that would be $2,000, but the gov-

ernment’s contribution that year would stop at $500, and so the 

total government contribution added to your $10,000 would be 

only $500; on the other hand, if you split the $10,000 into four 

and gave $2,500 in each of four years, the government would con-

tribute its $500 upper limit in each of those four years, for a total 

of $2,000 on top of your $10,000 gift.  Th ese contributions can 

pile up until the child turns seventeen.  Th ere are some slightly 

more complex contribution rules in case you want to catch up on 
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contribution years that you’ve missed.  For a complete descrip-

tion of these rules, we again direct you to Th e RESP Book: Th e 
Simple Guide to Registered Education Savings Plans for Canadians, 
by Mike Holman.

Within an 2. resp account, there is a wide array of investment op-

tions for parents to choose from.

Unlike money put into an 3. rrsp, money put into an resp is not 
tax-deductible.  You will not get a tax refund for contributing to 

an resp.

When money is taken out of an 4. resp, only the cesg and the in-

vestment gains made inside the account are taxable, and they will 

be taxed as income in the hands of the student.  Th is often results 

in very little tax (if any) being paid.

With very little paperwork, money in an 5. resp can be transferred 

between siblings, in case the primary benefi ciary doesn’t need the 

money for one reason or another.

If 6. resp money remains unused, there are options for parents to 

roll their contributions over to an rrsp, but the cesg and its in-

vestment gains will be forfeited.

It’s not only parents who can contribute to 7. resps, but also other 

relatives and anyone else (although some institutions will take 

cheques only from the subscriber to the account).  Th ink about a 

Christmas present from Grandma and Grandpa!

Alberta and Quebec have provincial incentives for 8. resps in addi-

tion to the federal ones.

When you take out money from your resps (or, to be more ac-

curate, when your parents take it out for you), you will need proof of 

enrolment from your Registrar’s or Administrative offi  ce.  Th en the 

fi nancial institution that took care of your resp will send your parents 
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the money, along with a document that shows how much of the with-
drawal is your parents’ original money and how much of it is from the 
cesg and investment income.  Any part of the money that’s not your 
parents’ direct contribution is considered income for you and is tax-
able in your hands.  Th e cool part about this is that you probably aren’t 
making much money, and the government has a bunch of tax breaks 
that you can take advantage of, so you probably won’t end up paying 
any taxes on it at all.  (See Chapter 9, on student tax returns.)

Hey, Mom and Dad:  Although we strongly recommend planning 
ahead if you want to give your children direct fi nancial help while 
they’re in post-secondary education (the benefi ts of resps are hard 
to ignore), there are some other options for helping your young adult 
children.  First of all, if you and your child can still put up with each 
other after eighteen years, there is no denying the fi nancial benefi ts 
of having him or her continue to live at home while going to school.  
Even if you charge a little rent, it’s still a heck of deal.  Students will 
quickly begin to understand that toiletries, cleaning supplies, util-
ities, Internet and cable connections, food, transportation, and dozens 
of other little expenses are much costlier than they ever would have 
thought.  If your eighteen-year-olds are anything like we were at that 
age, they have little or no idea how many small costs are associated 
with living away from home — especially if they choose not to live in 
residence, where cleaning and cooking are taken care of for them.

In case you want to lend a helping hand to your child now head-
ing into post-secondary schooling but you haven’t invested in resps, 
a no-interest loan from the Bank of Mom and Dad is another option.  
Many parents prefer lending their adult children money, rather than 
giving it to them; and those parents often are willing to sacrifi ce the 
investment returns they could get with the money somewhere else, in 
exchange for helping out their loved ones.  Compound interest on a 
student line of credit (or, even worse, on a credit card) can really grow 
quickly and hurt students before they truly understand what is hap-
pening.  If parental income is too high to qualify for student loans, 
this might be something worth discussing.
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To all you students:  Whether a fantastic home-cooked meal and 
a little laundry detergent when you come for the holidays are all your 
parents have budgeted to help you out, or whether they have a nice, 
fat resp waiting to come to your rescue, we cannot emphasize enough 
how important it is to have a frank discussion with your parents about 
this.  In many households across Canada, discussing money with 
children is still a weird taboo; but, if you want to avoid a desperate 
late-night plea in February for help paying a huge credit-card bill, the 
best way to do this is to sit down with your folks early in the game.

Oh, and guys and gals?  Remember to say Th anks to old Ma and 
Pa once in a while.  We hear it goes a long way.  You do want the 
holiday-dinner leftovers, right?

Chapter 6

Summary

No matter what your fi nancial situation is, you and your  

parents should have a clearly communicated plan in place 

so that everyone is on the same page.

Registered Education Savings Plans (RESPs) are a great  

tool that you and your parents should be aware of.

Parental support can take many forms other than money. 

Don’t take your parents’ help for granted, and do say 

Thank You!
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Chapter Seven

Student Loans . . . Jackpot! 
(Not Really)

M
ost of you have probably heard the term student loan before, and 

in a few diff erent contexts.  Th e phrase is kind of amazing in that 

it means radically diff erent things in diff erent situations.  For ex-

ample, if you are eighteen and have just been told your bank-account 

balance now that your student loan has come in, what you’re really 

hearing is “Round of shots on me!”  If you’re a thirty-year-old who 

is still living at home because you can’t repay your student loans and 

pay rent at the same time, the term student loan might be code for 

“black hole” or “crushing burden”.

Really, student loans have gotten a pretty bad reputation as stu-

dent debt levels have climbed.  Th ey are actually a pretty good deal 

when you consider the big picture.  So what the heck is a student 

loan?  A student loan is what you get when the government lends you 

money and pays the interest on that loan for you until you’ve fi nished 

school.  In case you weren’t aware, in the “real world”, when people 

lend you money, they expect you to give them a little extra money, on 

top of whatever they lent you, as payment for the service of lending 

you the money in the fi rst place.  It helps make up for the fact that 

they couldn’t do anything else with their money while you were using 

it.  Th is extra money you pay is called interest, and the amount of in-

terest you have to pay is a chosen percentage of the amount you bor-
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rowed.  Th is is how banks make money (well, it was before bankers 
watched too many Wall Street movies anyway).  So, when you take 
out a student loan, someone has to get paid in order to bother lend-
ing you the money.  Th e government is nice enough to step in and 
help you out by paying the interest on this loan until you graduate 
and can manage for yourself.  Because paying the interest on tens of 
thousands of student loans every year costs a fair amount of money, 
the government has set some pretty specifi c rules about who should 
be able to use student loans and who has enough assets to be con-
sidered suffi  ciently funded without the government’s help.

Canadian students who apply for student loans are actually ap-
plying for two diff erent types of loans, whether they realize it or not.  
Th e federal student-loan program is administered by the National 
Student Loans Service Centre (nslsc) and is available across Canada.  
Most of Canada’s provinces also have student-loan programs, which 
usually run parallel to the nslsc’s.  Th e general rule across Canada 
is that sixty percent of your student-loan money will come from the 
federal government, and forty percent from your provincial or ter-
ritorial government.  It’s estimated that, since Canada began off er-
ing student loans in 1964, 4.3-million students have received almost 
$32-billion in student loans.

While student loans are a pretty good deal, they aren’t as good 
as having no debt at all.  If these loans are used to pay for legit-
imate expenses that need to be covered as you push through your 
post-secondary journey, then probably few people will argue that 
they have been used irrationally.  If the loans are used to pay for a 
luxury trip to Banff  or Mexico for spring break, however, that’s an-
other story.  It is essential that you realize as a young adult that sta-
tistics are pretty clear:  you are likely to live past twenty-fi ve (despite 
how you feel on some Sunday mornings).  You need to take into ac-
count that student loans will have to be paid back, and that if you 
build up enough debt it can seriously cramp your style for a very long 
time after you graduate.  Th ere is no guarantee that a high-paying job 
awaits you — and your debt will have to be paid back, regardless of 
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everything else (student-loan debt can even follow you through bank-
ruptcy!).  When we were eighteen, we lived in a fantasyland where life 
after post-secondary education was a lifetime away, and our brilliant 
problem-solving strategy was “I’ll cross that bridge when I come to 
it.”  Nowadays, as professionals who work with young adults every 
day, we can safely say that that mindset is pretty much the default.  
We’re not claiming that you have to map out life until you hit the re-
tirement home, but thinking about the fact that one day you might 
not want to live in your parents’ basement or drive their family van 
anymore is a pretty good start.

Canada Student Grants

When you apply for a Canada Student Loan (csl), you are also apply-
ing automatically for a Canada Student Grant (csg).  Th e fi nancial-aid 
system was revamped in 2009, and the new version is automatically 
applied to all applicants without their doing anything extra.  Th e main 
diff erence between a Canada Student Loan and a Canada Student 
Grant is that the grant doesn’t need to be paid back:  your government 
is basically giving you money, as long as you meet certain need-based 
criteria.  Every year, roughly 250,000 Canadian students benefi t from 
the grant program.  Th e amount of fi nancial support you’re eligible 
to receive through the grant program depends on your family’s in-
come status as defi ned by the federal and provincial governments.  If 
you qualify for a Canada Student Grant, you can receive that money 
without actually having to take a student loan, so it’s defi nitely worth 
looking into.

To determine whether your family meets the qualifi cations 
for low-income or middle-income status, check out the chart at 
canlearn.ca/eng/loans_grants/grants/index.shtml.

A typical example family with two children living in Ontario 
would have to earn less than $43,285 to qualify as low-income, or less 
than $83,319 to slide in under the middle-income bar (all fi gures as of 
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2012).  Th ere are signifi cant diff erences between provinces, so be sure 
to check what numbers pertain to you (or don’t bother, because it’s 
fi gured out automatically anyway).  Th e good news for you students 
who have been out of high school for at least four years is that your 
income will be considered “independent” and, if you make less than 
$20,000 or so a year, you should qualify as low-income.

What’s the benefi t of fi tting into one of these categories?  Well, 
if your family qualifi es for low-income status in the eyes of the pow-
ers that be, you are eligible to receive a grant of $250 every month 
while you are in school full time.  Likewise, if you are considered 
middle-income, you’re eligible to receive $100 every month while 
you’re in school full time.  Th e grant program also has specifi c allow-
ances for students with permanent disabilities, those with depend-
ants, and those enrolled in classes part time (usually a course load of 
less than sixty percent).

Why You Might Be Out of Luck

One serious fl aw in the current student-loan model is the no-man’s-land 
that several students fall into if their parents make a decent chunk 
of money but, for one reason or another, aren’t able or willing to help 
their children fi nancially through post-secondary schooling.  Your 
parents’ income will be considered if you meet either (or both) of the 
following two conditions:

Condition 1

You’re younger than eighteen.� 

Condition 2

You’ve never been married and have never lived in a long-term � 
common-law relationship (at least twelve months); and

You don’t have any dependent children; � and

You haven’t been out of secondary school for four years (forty-eight � 
months) or more — or you haven’t been in the workforce for two per-
iods of twelve consecutive months.
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If you are considered a dependent student, the federal govern-
ment and its little provincial-government siblings expect your par-
ents to contribute a fairly healthy amount of their “discretionary 
income” to help you through your studies.  Th e exact amount de-
pends on such variables as how many children are in your family, 
how many children in your family are attending post-secondary 
education, the income levels of both parents, your province of resi-
dence, etc.  Check out the Parental Contribution Calculator at 
tools.canlearn.ca/cslgs-scpse/cln-cln//ccp-pcc/af.ccp-pcc_ecran-screen-eng.do 
to see how the formula applies to you.  A common complaint across 
Canada is that a relatively high family income prevents students from 
obtaining not just Canada Student Grants, but also any student loans 
at all.

If you are thinking about misrepresenting any information (i.e., 
lying) on your student-loan application, you need to know that the 
Canada Revenue Agency (cra) does randomly select students for 
audit every year.  “Taking your chances” is illegal; and you could face 
some fairly stiff  penalties, such as being forced to pay back the entire 
loan, with interest, immediately — or even criminal prosecution if fraud 
is determined to have been intentional and fairly serious.

If your parents both make decent wages but have decided you 
need to pay for school independently — well, you’re basically out of 
luck.  Flip to Chapter 12 for some other options you may wish to 
pursue.

Applying for Student Loans

Applying for student loans can be a fairly trying and diffi  cult experi-
ence, especially your fi rst time around the block.  But never fear:  we’re 
here to help you iron out the wrinkles.

Before we get into the nuts and bolts of fi lling out applica-
tions, we need to address quickly the provincial diff erences con-
cerning student-loan applications.  Remember that when you apply 
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for student loans you’re basically applying for a provincial student 
loan and a Canada Student Loan.  Student loans are tied to your 
residency status, and that status is determined by the last prov-
ince you lived in for twelve consecutive months without attending 
full-time post-secondary study.  Specifi c and updated information is 
at CanLearn.ca, but here is a summary of how student-loan applica-
tions are handled provincially, circa 2012:

Residents of • Alberta, Manitoba, Nova Scotia, and Prince Edward 
Island have only to fi ll out their provincial student-loan forms 
and then the Canada Student Loan will be administered with the 
same information — but the provincial and Canada loans will re-
main separate entities.

For residents of • British Columbia, Ontario, New Brunswick, 
Newfoundland and Labrador, and Saskatchewan, provincial stu-
dent loans are fully integrated with the federal student-loan pro-
gram, and the nslsc handles everything.

For residents of the • Northwest Territories, Nunavut, and Quebec, 
Canada Student Loans are not applicable.  Th ese territories and 
Quebec administer their own student-loan programs, which are 
totally separate from those of the federal government.  You apply 
for the provincial program only.

Residents of the • Yukon have a great grants program that takes 
the place of provincial student loans.  Th e only student loans avail-
able to Yukon residents are Canada Student Loans.  Make sure to 
look into the Yukon grant program though if you’ve lived there 
for a couple years.

Now that you can kind of wrap your arms around what a stu-
dent loan is and where your money will be coming from, you need 
to make sure you are eligible.  Here are the requirements from the 
Government of Canada; to apply for government student loans and 
grants, you must do all of the following:
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Be a Canadian citizen, a permanent resident of Canada, or a pro-1. 
tected person.

Be a permanent resident of a province or territory that issues gov-2. 
ernment student loans and grants.

Demonstrate fi nancial need.3. 

Be enrolled in a degree, diploma, or certifi cate program that runs 4. 
for at least twelve weeks in a fi fteen-week period and is off ered 
by a designated post-secondary institution.

Be taking at least 60 percent of a full course load if you’re a 5. 
full-time student, or 20 to 59 percent of a full course load if you’re 
a part-time student.

Pass a credit check if you’re at least twenty-two and are applying 6. 
for student loans and grants for the fi rst time.

Not have exhausted your maximum lifetime limit of fi nancial as-7. 
sistance, including interest-free status.

Getting Your Ducks in a Row

If you sit down to look at student loans for the fi rst time and try to 
negotiate a website or forms without getting some information to-
gether fi rst, you will be frustrated.  Filling out student-loan applica-
tions isn’t our idea of a good time, but you’ll make things a lot easi-
er if you get the following stuff  in order before you start (there is no-
thing like being timed out of your online session eight times while 
you look for information):

Your Social Insurance Number.1. 

Your income -tax returns from last year.2. 

Th e revenue you have taken in during the summer (commonly 3. 
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called the “pre-study period”).  Th is includes all earnings, govern-

ment assistance, scholarship income, etc. (but not loans; borrowed 

money that you have to pay back is not revenue).  Th e number 

you’ll need is the gross income (the number before any deduc-

tions are made — not the fact that you earned so little during the 

summer that it was in fact disgusting).  You may have to estimate 

for the fi nal month of the pre-study period.

An estimate of your study-period income, from all sources, for 4. 

the academic year you’re about to embark on.  Th is can be veri-

fi ed at a later date.

Records and receipts of moving expenses you incurred, or will 5. 

incur, when moving to and from your place of study.

A complete record of your academic status since the end of high 6. 

school — when you took courses, whether you were a full-time or 

part-time student, etc.

Your commuting distance to school if you’re driving a fair dis-7. 

tance daily.  (Google Maps is helpful.)

A copy of your parents’ tax return from last year, if you’re con-8. 

sidered a dependent student.

A copy of your spouse’s tax return from last year, if you’re mar-9. 

ried or have common-law status.

Th e account numbers and balances of all your bank accounts.  10. 

(Your account number is on your cheques for that account.)

Th e details of your 11. rrsps, trusts, and similar fi nancial instruments, 

if you have such instruments.  

Th e details of any 12. resp income you will receive during the aca-

demic year.

Th e year, make, and model of your vehicle, if you own one.13. 
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Th e name and length of your educational program.14. 

Your student status for last year and the upcoming year.  If you 15. 
had at least sixty percent of a full course load, you probably were 
considered a full-time student.

Th e amount of your tuition for the upcoming academic year, in-16. 
cluding all compulsory fees.  For a full description of which com-
pulsory fees are applicable and which aren’t, check CanLearn.ca.  
If you’ve already registered for your courses, the fi gure should 
be accessible in your online student-registration account.  If 
you haven’t yet registered, the school should be able to able to 
give you a pretty good estimate:  call the Registrar’s Offi  ce or 
Administration Centre.

Once you’re drowning in this sea of information and are ready 
to tear up whatever is nearest, you’re ready to begin the fun and ful-
fi lling process that is a student-loan application.

As we noted before, not all Canadian students are eligible for stu-
dent loans.  Here’s the formula that the government uses to deter-
mine whether you get any help:

Allowable Costs – Resources = Assessed Need

On your form, there should be a little description of exactly what 
constitutes an “allowable cost”; examples might be tuition and com-
pulsory fees, textbooks, computers and related hardware, transpor-
tation, living allowances, and child daycare allowances.  Resources 
at a student’s disposal might include, but are not necessarily limit-
ed to, savings, earnings, rrsps, trusts, resp withdrawals, scholarships, 
vehicle ownership, and parents’ income.

Th e idea of assessed need is based on the minimal amount that 
you need in order to complete your studies.  A student loan is not 
meant to fund a week at the beach in February.  Keep that in mind 
when you receive your new windfall.

You can get a good estimate of how much your student loan will 
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be, as well as the information involved in determining the amount, 

at canlearn.ca/eng/loans_grants/loans/index.shtml.

Because your eyes probably glazed over somewhere near the 

fourth paragraph of this scintillating chapter, here are the short an-

swers to a few frequently asked questions about student loans:

If any information you gave when applying for your student loan 1. 

changes, you’re responsible for notifying the relevant administra-

tive organization for your province.

Most offi  cial sources state that student-loan applications take 2. 

four to six weeks to process.  In our experience, paper applications 

often take longer than that, but online applications take less than 

the generalized four to six weeks.

You don’t receive all of your student loan at once.  Th e normal al-3. 

location is sixty percent at the beginning of the fi rst term (usu-

ally in October) and forty percent at the beginning of the second 

term (in late January or in February).

Loans typically are meant to help with just one school year’s ex-4. 

penses.  To get another loan for another year, you’ll need to sub-

mit a new application.

Making early payments toward your loan debt while you are still 5. 

in school is completely acceptable.

Th ere’s a process to contest the results of your student-loan appli-6. 

cation; but the rules are applied pretty stringently, in our experi-

ence.  We have heard from some student-loan offi  cials that there 

are cases in which more loan funding is made available.  If you 

think your case warrants a second look, we recommend that you 

start by contacting your provincial student-loan offi  ce.
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Keep in Mind . . .

When you’re applying for student loans we can’t emphasize enough 

how important it is to be organized and to submit your applica-

tion well before the deadline.  Th e earlier you get the ball rolling on 

this stuff , the easier it will be.  Students who miss deadlines and are 

counting on the funding can end up in world of hurt.  If there is one 

thing we learned while going through post-secondary education, it 

is not to depend on bureaucracies to handle forms properly and effi  -

ciently.  Give yourself a “buff er” in case something gets mixed up or 

“lost in the mail”.

One hidden benefi t of student loans, and the reason why we now 

recommend that many people apply for them even if they’re going to 

get only a very small amount of money, is that getting a loan opens up 

a world of extra opportunities for scholarships, bursaries, and grants.  

Many of these awards require a student to “demonstrate fi nancial 

need”.  What that almost always means is that you need to have a 

student loan of some kind that you can show as proof that you are in 

fi nancial need.  At many institutions, there are even awards that are 

given automatically (if you apply) on the basis of fi nancial need and 

gpa or another criterion.  Check out Chapter 3, on scholarships, 

bursaries, and grants, for more information.

Repaying Student Loans

Th e cap and gown fi t nicely, and everyone wants to shake your hand; 

you go to a ceremony and listen to the same twenty cliché metaphors 

that every graduate endures — and then suddenly you’re pushed out of 

your cozy confi nes of post-secondary education and into the not so 

warm embrace of the working world.  Now what?  At the end of the 

day, someone has to pay the piper, as the saying goes, and in this case 

the piper is pretty adamant that the bill will be paid!  Student-loan 

debt is notoriously diffi  cult to squirm your way out of, and even if 



80 Chapter Seven

 More Money for Beer and Textbooks

you declare most types of bankruptcy it will still follow you around 
(this is to prevent the obvious scenario in which every student who 
has debt simply declares bankruptcy upon stepping into the “real 
world”).  If you refuse to pay your student loans (i.e., if you default 
on them), your credit score will take a massive hit.  Th is might not 
matter much to you now, but a low credit score means banks might 
not lend you money to buy a car or a house and, if they do, they will 
make you pay crazy-high interest rates.  Let’s just say “dining and 
dashing” is not an option here.

When you fi nish your studies, you will have to make a few deci-
sions about how you will repay that chunk of money you borrowed.  
To put it in terms that the average eighteen-year-old might under-
stand:  this is the Sunday morning after the party of the year, buddy.  
Actually, it’s not all that bad.  Basically, after you leave post-secondary 
education, you have to decide the following questions:

When will you start paying your loans back?1. 

What method will you use to make your loan payments every 2. 
month?

What type of interest rate will you choose for your loans?3. 

Over what length of time will you repay your loans, and how 4. 
much will you pay every month?

Depending on which province you live in, diff erent rules apply; 
see page 74 for how each province administers its fi nancial aid.  When 
you’ve fi nished school, almost all student loans include some sort of 
grace period to let you get on your feet and fi nd work.  For Canada 
Student Loans, this grace period means that you don’t have to make 
any payments for six months, but interest on the money you borrowed 
will begin to accumulate immediately.  Th e provincial rules vary a lit-
tle, but the same principle applies.  You don’t have to take advantage 
of the grace period; it’s just an option.

Th ere is a variety of ways in which you can repay your student 



 Student Loans . . . Jackpot! (Not Really) 81

 Kyle Prevost • Justin Bouchard

loan after you leave school, and the choice is yours.  You are responsible 
for setting up a program to repay the money that you borrowed.  Usually 

the student-loan administrators will give you notice either by phone 

or email, but it’s still up to you to follow their directions and set up 

your payment plan.  If you fail to do this, payments will be taken auto-

matically out of the account that you had the original loan de pos ited 

into.  If there is no money in that account, please, re-read this sec-

tion and pay attention to the word default (“Do not pass go, do not 

collect $200”).  While you can choose to write a cheque every month, 

almost all young people these days take advantage of the effi  ciency 

of automatic payment plans, in which their loan payments are taken 

out of their bank accounts every month without any further human 

input.  Th is eliminates a lot of paperwork, not to mention the risk of 

forgetting about the manual process of writing a cheque.

Interest Rates

Welcome to the world of interest rates.  Interest rates are powerful 

forces of nature that can make you rich if you make them work for 

you — or can cripple you if you fail to harness their power.  If you’re 

thinking this sounds like some sort of black magic from Game of 
Th rones, you aren’t far off .  More Canadians understand science fi ction 

than how interest rates work!  As far as your Canada Student Loans 

are concerned, there is only one choice you have to make:

Option 1.�   The amount you borrowed will be subject to a variable 

interest rate of prime plus 2.5 percent.

Option 2.�   The amount you borrowed will be subject to a fi xed 

interest rate of prime plus 5 percent.

Your provincial student loans probably have similar options, but 

the details depend on where you borrowed the money.  Some prov-

inces have even begun allowing students to repay the provincial part 

of their loans at a fl at prime rate.
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We know many of you probably got nervous while reading that 
“banker’s speak”, but it’s pretty straightforward.  Th e term prime 
means the prime interest rate that the Bank of Canada sets every 
three months.  Th is is sort of the baseline for any loan you take out.  
Th e terms variable and fi xed describe whether or not you lock in 
your interest rate at a specifi c number.  Because the prime rate can 
move up and down, you can choose to lock in your loan at the cur-
rent rate plus 5 percent for the life of your loan and you will know 
exactly how much you will pay every month (it won’t ever change).  
For example, if you lock in a fi xed rate when prime is 3 percent, your 
interest rate will always be 8 percent (3 + 5).  If you choose the vari-
able rate, it will “fl oat” with the prime rate and always stay 2.5 per-
cent above whatever prime happens to be at any given moment.  In 
other words, if you choose the reliability of a fi xed rate, you pay ex-
tra for the guarantee; that’s why it’s prime plus 5 percent instead of 
prime plus 2.5 percent.

We Canadians are a weird people in how much we treasure the 
security of fi xed interest rates.  In choosing between these two op-
tions, you will probably hear numerous smart people give you com-
pletely diff erent advice.  For what it’s worth, in broad studies of mort-
gage loans, variable rates save people money about ninety percent 
of the time.  Th at being said, interest rates are unusually low right 
now (2012) and some people suggest that this means you should lock 
in your rate before rates rise to a more normal range.  Th e truth is 
that no one has any idea what the prime interest rate will do more 
than two years from now — and anyone who does is going to keep 
it secret and make a huge profi t on it.  For our money, we’re fairly 
certain that the vast majority of students would be better off  with a 
“fl oating” or variable rate — but there is always the chance that inter-
est rates will quickly rise and make that opinion look dumb.  Even if 
you don’t take the path we suggest, the silver lining is that you could 
fl ip a coin and be just as smart as the “experts” who will tell you they 
know where the interest rates will be ten years from now.

Th e fi nal decision you have to make about your student loans is 
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how you organize your payment schedule.  Th e default option, which 

most students choose, is paying back the loan over ten years, includ-

ing the grace period.  If you want to be out of debt faster, you can 

choose a shorter period, and the total amount you’ll pay in inter-

est will be lower, but then obviously you will have to pay more per 

month.  An important consideration is that you can choose to raise 

your monthly payment at any point — and you can make a lump-sum 

payment whenever you want as well.  Given that fact, we suggest set-

ting up a basic ten-year plan and then just making larger payments 

if you decide you want to at any point.  Th ere is no penalty for that.  

It’s also interesting to ask your bank to show you the diff erent num-

bers for paying off  the loan bi-weekly and for paying it off  monthly.  

If you repay the loan bi-weekly, you will whittle down the principal 

faster and pay less interest.  Also, remember that, if your loan was 

from certain provinces, you will be paying off  the provincial student 

loan and the Canada Student Loan separately, so you’ll have to make 

two sets of arrangements.

Repayment Assistance Plan

In case you’re having trouble repaying your student loans and feel as if 

you’re about to drown, there are some life-preservers available to you.  

Starting in 2009, the federal government started a program called the 

Repayment Assistance Plan (rap).  (In case you didn’t notice, call-

ing a government program by the acronym RAP is their way of trying 

to stay “hip” and connect with the youth of today.)  If you apply for 

this program, you may be eligible for help, in the form of interest re-

lief and debt reduction, depending on your income level and employ-

ment status.  Similar help exists if you have a permanent disability.  At 

any point, borrowers of student loans can look at revising the terms 

of their loans and there may be some help available from either the 

federal or provincial government.  We recommend applying for help 
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before you’re in a fi nancial crisis, so that there will be time to stave 
off  Armageddon for your credit rating and bank account.

Paying Student-Loan Interest Can Make Me Money?

One cool thing about student loans that you might not care about 
now, but which you will care about in a few years, is that the interest 
you pay on them is eligible for a federal tax credit — and probably a 
provincial tax credit too.  Th is means that, because you paid interest 
on your student loans during the year, both your provincial and fed-
eral governments will give you money back in your tax refund.  See 
Chapter 9 for more information.
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Chapter 7

Summary

Despite what you may have heard, student loans are actual- 

ly a pretty good deal.

Canada Student Grants are money that is given (as opposed  

to lent) to you on the basis of your assessed need.

Not every student can get Canada Student Loans.  Certain  

eligibility requirements must be met, and you must have an 

assessed need according to this formula:

Allowable Costs – Resources = Assessed Need

Every province has unique student-loan rules that you need  

to pay attention to.

If you prepare properly for doing your student-loan applica- 

tion, you’ll almost certainly fi nd it faster and much less frus-

trating than if you don’t get things ready fi rst.

Having a student loan opens up many different scholarship  

and bursary options that are based on fi nancial need.

Repaying student loans is not optional, and it is your respon- 

sibility to set up your repayment plans.  Being aware of terms 

and options makes this much easier.
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Chapter Eight

Summer Jobs and
Part-Time work

I
n days of yore, post-secondary students would get off  school in May, 

or even late April, and fi nd “college jobs” painting houses, waiting 

tables, or life-guarding, and this would give them enough money 

to pay their tuition — and most of their living expenses, in case they 

didn’t live at home.  Today’s student doesn’t get to live that fairy tale.  

With the rise in tuition far outpacing general infl ation, the question 

of balancing work and study while in school is an important one for 

young people.

Th e fi rst thing we would advise students to consider is that there 

is no one-size-fi ts-all piece of advice that will work for everyone when 

it comes to fi nding the premium balance of a social life, cracking the 

books, and earning a paycheque (oh, and sleep . . . maybe).  We’ve 

seen students succeed who decided to work part-time all year round 

while taking courses in the spring and summer sessions (probably an 

under-used strategy).  We’ve also seen students pick careers that they 

knew would be high-paying and not worry much about taking out a 

few extra grand in student loans if that allowed them to achieve bet-

ter balance while in school.  Th en there are those lucky few whose 

parents can aff ord to pay for their whole schooling journey, and who 

therefore can focus on building résumés, as opposed to merely earn-

ing a little cash.
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Both of us took fairly traditional paths when it came to em-
ployment options.  We were each able to earn and save a substantial 
amount of money over the summer months and, when we combined 
that with the rest of our bag of fi nancial tricks, we were able to avoid 
having to work “real jobs” during the school year.  Many students to-
day are not as fortunate as we were (although there are a few ways 
to tilt the summer-employment table in your favour, which we’ll get 
to in a moment).  A higher percentage of post-secondary students 
than ever before are working during the school year.  Th is probably is 
partly because of the disruption of many traditional patterns of sum-
mer work.  In 2008 (back when Drake was still a dorky kid battling 
acne problems on a mediocre ctv show), the full-time summer em-
ployment rate for post-secondary students was around 70 percent, 
which was considered fairly normal at the time.  As of 2010, students’ 
full-time summer employment rate had sunk to 51.8 percent, with just 
66.4 percent of students fi nding employment at all, whether full-time 
or not; the average hours were 27.7 a week; and the average hourly 
wage was $12.80.  If the average summer lasts eighteen weeks and we 
use the numbers from 2010, the average student has a gross summer 
income around $6,400.   Th ese numbers, generated in the aftermath 
of a recession in our workforce, paint a somewhat bleak picture for 
post-secondary students.  Unless you live at home, those earnings just 
aren’t going to cut it as far as covering basic expenses.

Even though those averages can be depressing, there certainly are 
ways to boost your summer earnings and give yourself a better chance 
of building up a solid billfold before the fi rst week of classes.  Among 
the advantages that working during the summer gave us was that it al-
lowed us to get involved with a ton of extracurricular stuff  during the 
school year (which eventually ended up on our résumés and helped 
us get jobs).  It also made it easier for us to take heavier course loads.  
Doing that means fewer years in school and more time in the work-
force.  We know that, for many students, not having a part-time job 
to split their focus during the school year allowed them to concen-
trate on achieving their full academic potential.  (Th at sounded really 
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teacher-ish, didn’t it?)  Th is academic focus led to more scholarships 
and to entrance into high-competition faculties.  For example, Kyle 
was able to live at home while working his summer job and, thanks 
to his parents’ rent-equals-chores policy, every summer he was able 
to bank some solid coin in preparation for the school year.  Th is is a 
sweet deal if you can swing it.  If you use the strategy of going home 
to fi nd summer work, paying living expenses for only eight months 
of the year can really cut down on the budget squeeze.

Kyle’s summer-job experience was working for the Canada 
Border Service Agency as a Student Border Guard.  Yes, he was one 
of those distinguished individuals whose job was to inconvenience 
people who were innocent ninety-nine percent of the time.  Not only 
did the job give him some great résumé material and work experi-
ence that could be applied in a variety of contexts:  it also gave him 
a decent paycheque.  Back in the Stone Age (2006), when he start-
ed his fi rst summer of work, the base pay was $11.16 an hour.  While 
that doesn’t seem spectacular, you have to remember that you could 
buy a pop and bag of chips for a quarter back in those days.  (O.K., 
so it wasn’t that long ago — but wages were a little lower on average 
back then.)  With shift premiums and seniority bonuses, Kyle prob-
ably averaged around $18 an hour in his fi nal summer there, in 2009.  
Th e shift work also allowed him to pick up some one-off  jobs on the 
side to supplement his income during the summer months.  All told, 
his gross wages were $11,000 to $17,000, per summer, during his years 
at the border.

Justin landed an optimal summer position for himself as a 
marketing-representative assistant at the agricultural giant known 
as Macdon Industries.  Th e company manufactures farm machinery, 
such a swathers and combine parts.  His job was to travel around (on 
the company dime, of course) and put on presentations for equipment 
dealers, showcasing the unique features of Macdon’s products.  Justin 
raves about the experience, saying that he made some decent money 
(about $9,000 to $13,000, each summer) and got some great experi-
ence in the industry he thought he might be going into.  Even bet-
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ter than making a ton of money:  he got to save a lot of money while 
also travelling all over North America; and, because all of his ex penses 

were paid by his employer, he never had a chance to spend his pay-

cheque on the usual summer temptations.  Justin also credits this job 

with building up his “soft skills”, such as public speaking and work-

ing with others in many diff erent environments; there is no doubt 

that this helped him as he made the leap into the workforce.

So how do you get a great summer job that will give you skills 

and pay the bills?  We actually believe that it isn’t that hard:  you 

just have to be willing to make a few sacrifi ces.  Here are some 

summer-job-seeking tactics that we consistently saw work during 

our time in university for people of all backgrounds, and ones that 

we used eff ectively:

1. Start Looking Early

Despite what students today tell us, we’re not actually contem-

poraries of the dinosaurs and we do remember what it’s like to per-

fect the art of procrastination when you’re in school.  Don’t fall into 

this imperceptible trap.  When students think great summer jobs will 

just fall into their laps at the end of April (a time when everyone else 

is also looking for summer work), it reminds us of an ostrich sticking 

its head in the ground, thinking no one can see it.  Remember, no one 

owes you a job:  you have to diff erentiate yourself from the pack if you 

don’t want to hear “Sorry; we decided to go in another direction.”  To 

land a great summer job, you have to start looking early.  November 

is not too early.  Th e summer before is not too early.  Th ere is no “too 

early”!  Th e more groundwork you’re able to put in place early in the 

school year, the better your chances will be come April and May.

2. Keep an Open Mind

Don’t dismiss whole categories of jobs without looking into them 

a little.  So many people see a job posting like “Garbage Collector” 
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or the famous “Student Pro Painter” ads and immediately dismiss 
it as being “beneath” them.  We’ll never understand this logic.  You 
are an entry-level employee, so, please, don’t have preconceived no-
tions about what you are “above” doing!  Often these jobs that not 
many people want have decent paycheques attached, specifi cally be-
cause there has to be something to entice applicants and keep the 
employees on:  that’s the beauty of this whole supply-and-demand, 
free-market thing we have going.

3. Be Willing to Travel

Perhaps the single most important factor we have seen in consist-
ently getting well-paying summer jobs is that they are often found 
far from urban centres.  We’re rural kids, so for us this wasn’t a big 
deal; but, for many students, leaving their friends and home for a few 
months is quite intimidating.  Try to see it as an opportunity:  think 
of all the exotic stories you’ll have to tell when you get back!  Most 
of the jobs we’ve gotten have been ours at least partly because we 
were willing to work in rural areas.  Whether it’s a government pos-
ition planting trees, holding a stop sign at a road construction site, or 
a geological surveying job, a rural job pays to get you out there, and 
it’s really not that bad.  We promise.  In fact, if you give wide open 
spaces, clean air, serene landscapes, and country charm a chance, they 
just might grow on you!

4. Cast a Wide Net

When you start looking for summer jobs (repeat after us: “Never 
Too Early”), don’t just Google “Summer Jobs <Insert Town Name 
Here>” and look at the fi rst page of results.  Th e Internet is a great 
resource, but it is limited in terms of the personal connection that 
can often be the key to getting you a job.  Let your friends and rela-
tives know you’re looking for a job, and keep an open mind.  Often, a 
softly spoken word here or there can be enough to land you the gig, 
or at least get you on the right track.
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5. Ingratiate Yourself before Summer Comes

Whether you intern, volunteer, or work part time at a potential 

employer’s business after the fi rst semester, just getting your face in 

the workplace and showing some initiative will separate you from 

the pack.  Don’t be a nuisance, but do off er to get your training done 

early (or something similar) so that you can hit the ground running 

as soon as school is done.  Off ering to shadow someone on week-

ends is another good way to get your foot in the door and earn your-

self the “go-getter” label.

6. Create Your Own Position

If you don’t like what’s out there, summon your inner entre-

preneurial spirit and make something happen for yourself.  For ex-

ample, we’ve seen several self-made landscapers do quite well for 

themselves.  Th e fi nal summer before Kyle began teaching, he created 

a position at a boxing gym where he had trained for a few years.  Th e 

fi rst step was to ask the owners and coaches of the non-profi t enter-

prise whether they’d be open to creating a summer position for youth 

programming if he got government funding to cover most of his sal-

ary.  Th e management there basically said “Show us a proposal and 

the potential funding” (“Show me the money!” — love Jerry Maguire).  

Kyle dressed up the program a little, mentioned he had a bachelor’s 

degree in education, and was approved by the Urban Green Team 

(government funding).  Th e guys who ran the gym were so impressed 

that they topped up his wages so that he was making roughly $15 an 

hour, which was great for teaching kids how to box, as far as he was 

concerned!  Even more rewarding for Kyle was the fact that he got 

to build a program from the ground up — and leave detailed instruc-

tions so that the program could continue to grow.  Making your own 

way is really not that hard:  it just takes a little creativity and verve.
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Working during the School Year

If the summer job circuit just isn’t kind to you even after you imple-
ment our tips, try something we’ve have seen many people do:  they 
free up time for work during the school year by taking a summer 
course or two.  We know — school in the summer sucks.  But almost 
every study we’ve read in the education world says that we retain in-
formation much better if we keep learning and reading over the sum-
mer (without long breaks of two to four months).  Taking a summer 
course or two can give you an open slot during the rest of the year 
for work, to make up for not scraping together enough moolah dur-
ing the summer.  Many students even choose to pursue their most 
diffi  cult or time-consuming course during the summer, when they 
can focus on it fairly exclusively:  it’s a solid plan with which to at-
tack the gpa game.

If you add up your costs for the coming school year and fi nd 
that your expected income from your summer job, parental help, 
and scholarships and bursaries just won’t be enough for all your ne-
cessary expenses, your best options to make up the diff erence are 
the aforementioned student loans and working during the school 
year.  In 2009 – 2010, Canadian students aged twenty to twenty-four 
who worked during the school year earned, on average, about $7,000.  
Students under twenty earned a little less and had a harder time fi nd-
ing work.  Th ese earnings don’t come without sacrifi ce, however.  A 
recent Statistics Canada report by Katherine Marshall, “Employment 
Patterns of Postsecondary Students”, came to some interesting con-
clusions.  Th e report states that growing numbers of students choose 
to work during the school year, and that there’s consensus among aca-
demics that long hours at work during the school year almost cer-
tainly hurt student performance (duh).  Findings were less conclusive 
when students worked fewer hours, at part-time jobs.  Basically, from 
what we could gather, after much money was spent and people smart-
er than we are looked at the issues surrounding more students’ trying 
to work more hours during the school year in a tough labour environ-
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ment, the grand conclusion was — drum roll — Don’t overdo it!

Now, we don’t pretend to be experts on fi nding jobs while simul-
taneously taking courses, or even on which jobs are better than others, 
because, really, to be honest, we never tried to balance things that way.  
But you don’t exist in the hallowed halls of post-secondary education 
for seven years without picking up a few things from others’ experi-
ence.  When you’re thinking about balancing your academic, social, 
and work lives, it’s worth noting that professors and other “experts” 
state that you should be putting in two hours of homework for every 
hour that you’re in class.  In our experience, the validity of this rule of 
thumb depends highly on your specifi c faculty and fi eld of study.

Some of the best options we saw work well for people involved 
fi nding jobs on campus.  Any place where thousands of people con-
verge every day is going to create some employment possibilities.  
Once you get your foot in the door behind the scenes on campus, 
you have access to a huge network of connections.  You can quickly 
fi nd your way into a position that fi ts your wants and needs.  Campus 
jobs have a built-in advantage in that the bosses, who know students 
have unique schedules, are often much more fl exible with hours than 
off -campus employers are.  Another big advantage of working on 
campus is that you don’t have to factor any additional travel time and 
expense into your budget, because you’re already travelling to cam-
pus every day anyway.  For many students, trying to get across town 
to another job can be a time-consuming struggle, especially if they 
rely on public transportation.  Burning $10 and an extra two hours 
every work day in order to make $12 a shift probably isn’t a great idea 
in terms of creating balance for yourself.  Finally, on-campus work 
usually off ers pretty good pay for entry-level employees — almost al-
ways solidly above minimum wage.  Here are just some of the jobs 
and workplaces suitable for students on campus:

Administration assistant Daycare centre

Book store Food services

Copy centre Gym
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Intramural referee Special-events staff

Lab assistant Student Council or Student Union

Library Teaching assistant

Lifeguard Technical assistant (audio/visual)

Mail centre Tour guide

Resident adviser Tutor

Security Youth programming

Th ere are literally thousands of jobs available on many campuses 
across Canada.  Many colleges and universities are like small towns 
and off er a full variety of jobs just waiting for you!

Sometimes the on-campus options just don’t work out or you 
may simply choose to pursue a job off  campus.  When wandering 
off  campus to fi nd work, keep in mind the costs, in terms of money 
spent on travel and the strain that commuting will put on your daily 
schedule.  Remember, the key here is your ability to manage your 
limited amount of time in a way that allows you to earn a little cash 
and doesn’t cripple your academics or your social life (if you’re one of 
those weird students who are into something other than work and 
study).  Some common options are work in the service industry and 
the retail sector.  We know waiters and waitresses who make pretty 
good earnings when their tips are included; but you should be pre-
pared to start at minimum wage if you’re looking for part-time work 
off  campus.

Off ering advice on part-time jobs that is broadly applicable is very 
diffi  cult, because everyone’s situation is unique.  Some people are just 
able to balance things more easily than others because their ac a demic 
schedules are less demanding or because their time-management skills 
are simply better.  We also know that working a minimum-wage job 
to feed party habits or to take a couple grand off  of your student loans 
probably isn’t worth it if it’s going to hurt your ac a demic standing.  
If earning just a few thousand bucks at an entry-level job during the 
school year forces you to drop classes and take an extra year or two in 
order to graduate, the math simply doesn’t add up.  You should be able 
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to make substantially more money working at a full-time job once 
you have post-secondary credentials than you would at a part-time 
job without those credentials.  Th e other consideration, in terms of 
your academic standing, is the idea that the hours you spend at work 
might be the very hours you need to put into attaining a high gpa 
to get into that specifi c faculty you want, such as law, dentistry, or 
pharmacy.

Whether you’re considering summer jobs or part-time work dur-
ing the school year, remember that, although those dollar signs might 
look big at the moment, the real value lies in setting yourself up for 
the longer term.  No matter where you end up, treat people well and 
stay in touch.  Th ese connections will become extremely valuable 
when you look to enter the workforce for the long haul.  We’re sure 
you’ve heard the cliché “It’s not what you know, but who you know.”  
We cannot overemphasize the degree to which this statement is true.  
Especially in economic climates such as the one we are in today, with 
relatively high unemployment rates, your personal network of con-
nections is incredibly valuable.  Trying to get a job by mailing out a 
few résumés or typing up a quick online application simply doesn’t 
cut it anymore, no matter whether it’s a summer job or a long-term 
position after your post-secondary education.

In some cases, we recommend taking a pay cut, or even looking 
at an unpaid internship and volunteering, if it means gaining valu-
able skills, experience, and connections that you can use to your ad-
vantage later in your career.  In our opinion, having a few thousand 
dollars in student debt is sometimes blown out of proportion, com-
pared to the lifelong earning potential that can be built up while 
you’re in post-secondary education.  When you have earned your 
degree, diploma, or certifi cate, would you rather have nothing in the 
bank and no job experience, leading to no decent job opportunities, 
or would you rather owe a few grand in student loans but take your 
pick of jobs because of the experience and personal connections you 
have gained?  While the real-life question is rarely that simple, and 
the ideal obviously is to fi nd a great-paying job that allows you to 
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get relevant experience too, the scenario we recommend is defi   nitely 
a consideration that too many students ignore in favour of focusing 
on “the here and now”.

As you proceed through your education, you’ll probably grow ever 
more comfortable with what works for you in terms of fi nding a bal-
ance of work, study, and play.  Just remember to keep your eye on your 
fi nal goals in terms of not only earning money to stay out of debt but 
also the long-term considerations.  Please, check out Appendix A 
and Appendix B for résumé and interview tips that will help you 
land that perfect job that you have your eye on, whether it’s part-time, 
full-time seasonal, or a stepping-stone in your future career.

Chapter 8

Summary

Finding the right balance between school and work to fi t your  

wants and needs is highly personal, and someone else’s 

ideal mix might not work for you.

There are several proven strategies you can use to increase  

your chances of landing a good job.  Note:  Opportunities 

won’t just fall into your lap!

Working on campus can be a great option for part-time work  

during the school year.

Keep in mind that fi nding a job that can further your career  

can be worth a lot in the long term.
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Chapter Nine

Free Money
when You Need It Most 
(Student Tax Returns)

W
ho wants free money?  Who wants free money during the 
spring, when most students are buying discount noodles and 
“red sauce” to get by?

(Now doesn’t that sound way more enticing than a “Student Tax 
Returns” chapter?)

When we were eighteen, the word taxes meant something that 
was taken from our paycheques for no real reason that we could see, 
and fi ling was something our parents took care of for us when we got 
some magic slip of paper called a T in the mail.  We have glorious 
news for students everywhere:  taxes aren’t that hard!  Th ere are only 
about ten or fi fteen real things you need to know when doing your 
taxes as a student, and there is free software out there that you can use 
to do your taxes in about an hour.  You may not believe us yet — but 
take fi ve minutes to read the rest of this chapter and see whether 
you still feel the need to be one of “those people” who stumble over 
to a tax-preparation place the day before taxes are due, only to stand 
in line for three hours and then pay someone to ask them the exact 
same prompts they would have been asked if they had simply down-
loaded the free software.

(Important note:  We’re defi nitely not tax professionals (and we 
didn’t even stay at a Holiday Inn Express last night), so we strongly 
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recommend consulting someone with the right credentials, or the 

Canada Revenue Agency’s website, cra-arc.gc.ca, if you have any ques-

tions or concerns.)

Getting the most free money out of your tax returns is a simple 

process (actually, it’s basically your money you’re just getting back 

anyway), yet it’s one that intimidates us because of our general aver-

sion to the math and weird terminology that exist in the tax industry.  

Honestly, if you stay organized throughout the year, and then answer 

the basic prompts on the free or cheap student tax software so read-

ily available, just about all of you will be able to get back everything 

your government owes you.  Indeed, your government wants to help 

you and other students and therefore has included a few cool little 

things in the tax code for you to take advantage of.

Given our lack of knowledge when we were eighteen, we won’t as-

sume that everyone knows how the income-tax system works.  Here 

are the basics.  Let’s say you work a job for $15 an hour, and you work 

ten hours in a week.  Th at makes for $150 a week, which is your gross 

pay.  But the paycheque you get for that week is probably for less than 

$150.  Th at’s because money that you are assumed to owe in various 

payroll taxes is set aside for the government.  (If it weren’t set aside 

from the very beginning, you might spend it all, forget all about taxes, 

and have no money left to pay your taxes when they come due next 

year.)  Th e amounts that are set aside before you can cash or deposit 

your cheque are called payroll deductions.  Th e amount of money 

your cheque is actually made out for (after the deductions have been 

taken care of ) is your net pay.  (Th ere are ways to ask that no money 

be deducted from your cheque; if you’re interested in that option, see 

item 14 on page 108, and visit cra-arc.gc.ca.)  Some deductions, such 

as your contributions to employment insurance (ei) and Canadian 

Pension Plan (cpp), are money that you cannot get back.  But, gener-

ally, the parts that are labelled “Provincial Income Tax” and “Federal 

Income Tax” are amounts that you, as a student, will be able to re-

coup.
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How does the government determine how much tax you should 

pay?  It’s based on your job earnings, how many dependants you have, 

and a slew of other considerations.  Every year, Canadians are obli-

gated to fi ll out tax forms that show how much money they made 

in the previous year, how much tax they paid (this is shown on the 

document called a T, provided by employers), and what deductions 

and credits they’re entitled to.  Filling out those forms tells you either 

how much the government needs to give back to you, or how much 

you owe the government on top of all the taxes that were taken from 

your paycheques throughout the year.

Th is process would be rather hard if you had to learn how to navi-

gate tax forms, but the great part is that today’s software takes care 

of that for you.   We won’t recommend one student tax software pro-

gram over another, but if you check at your student-union offi  ce when 

tax time rolls around there are usually some free options available.  

Th ey all use basically the same process.  Th e software prompts you 

with a question, such as “Are you single or married?” or “Did you re-

ceive any scholarships or bursaries this year?”  You simply answer the 

question, and the program handles which box to put your answer in 

on the form.  Th en you just follow the directions to send your taxes 

through the netfile system to the Canadian government — and wait 

for the money to come.  

Whether you fi le the old fashioned way with a paper and pen, 

or online, you don’t have to wait for the deadline to do your tax re-

turn.  If you really need the money in February or early March, go 

ahead and fi le.

We believe students (and everyone else for that matter) should 

try doing their own taxes at least once, whether it’s on paper or elec-

tronically.  If you still think it isn’t worth your time, try to fi nd a pri-

vate person to do them.  Th e extra $20 you’ll pay above the com-

mon strip-mall retail operation’s rate will probably be recouped in 

tax savings.  Nearly every single student we ever talked to who went 

to one of these large branch locations had the same story, and it’s 
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one we experienced too.  Th e people at the company assume (and are 

usually right) that, because you’re a student, they won’t make much 

money off  of you (especially because the fee they charge you is a fl at 

rate, not commission-based compensation) — so they put you with 

seasonal employees, who were just brought in to help with tax sea-

son.  Often, these people are not well trained, and all they do is read 

you the same prompts that the free software would have given you.  

Many students who go to these large companies also choose to get 

their tax-refund money immediately — for which they pay the com-

pany a percentage of the eventual cheque that comes from the gov-

ernment.  Th is is a terrible deal, and it takes advantage of students’ 

fi nancial illiteracy and the immediate need for cash that most stu-

dents feel every spring.

But we’re here to help you take control of your own fi nances.  

Read the fourteen tips below, and get your money back.

1. Tax Credits and Tax Deductions

Th ere are two basic terms that will you help you understand your 

taxes better (but you don’t even need to know these to do your taxes 

with free software).  Th e terms are tax credit and tax-deductible ex-
pense, and they are the two main ways to lower the amount of tax you 

owe when you’re a student.

Tax credits are set amounts that the government gives back to you 

through your tax refund if you meet certain criteria.  Th e amount is 

determined by multiplying the amount of the tax credit by the lowest 

federal tax rate (fi fteen percent) and refunding the resulting amount 

of money to you.  Each of the provincial tax credits works similarly 

to the federal ones.

A tax-deductible expense is something whose cost the govern-

ment pretends was not part of your income if you spent money on 

it.  Confused?  Here’s an example.  Let’s say your gross income one 

year is $20,000.  (Remember, gross income is all of your income be-
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fore taxes and other things are subtracted from it.)  Normally, if your 

gross income were $20,000, the government would say that you owed 

a specifi c amount of money in taxes because you had taken in $20,000.  

But now let’s add to the picture:  during the year when you earned 

$20,000, you took $3,000 from your $20,000 income and you spent 

that $3,000 on a tax-deductible expense.  In that case, you would de-

duct the $3,000 from $20,000, and then the result ($17,000) would 

be the only part of your income that would be taxed.  You wouldn’t 

hand over as many dollars in taxes for an income of $17,000 as you 

would for an income of $20,000.

Students get to make great use out of both of these tools — credits 

and deductions.

All of the following tax tips on this list are applicable to your fed-

eral tax return.  Each province has its own student tax-credit rules 

and, while we’ve mentioned a few of them, it’s a fairly safe bet that 

your software program will ask you questions specifi c to the prov-

ince you live in.

2. Get Organized! 

You will need the slip called a T (Statement of Remuneration 

Paid — a fancy way of saying “what you earned”) from every employ-

er you had during the year.  You will also need a document called a 

TA from your place of post-secondary education (this is for tips 

4, 5, and 6, coming up).  Besides these two documents, you may need 

some sort of documentation concerning your housing situation and 

the rent that you paid.  It is also a good idea to keep your major re-

ceipts, and receipts from charitable donations, or really any receipt 

for that matter!  No one ever got in trouble for keeping too many of 

them.  On the other hand, people often lose out on tax savings be-

cause of receipts they lost or consciously fi led in the recycling-bin.  

Once you get used to keeping it all together, it’s not hard to look 

through quickly at tax time.
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3. Scholarships, Bursaries, and Grants

Gather the information on the fi nancial awards that you received.  

Th e tax rules for these have been changing in recent years, and you 

now have to report them as income (you’ll get a TA, showing them 

as part of your income); but they all are income that you don’t have 

to pay taxes on.

4. Textbook Tax Credit

Th e federal government and most provincial governments are 

cool enough to give you tax credits for your textbooks.  Th e set rates 

for full-time students and part-time students are calculated auto-

matically.  You shouldn’t have to produce textbook receipts for the 

Canada Revenue Agency; but, again, saving receipts in a shoe box or 

Tupperware container is never a bad idea.

5. Education Tax Credit

Th e Canadian tax man will also give you a tax credit of $400 for 

every month of full-time study, and $120 per month of part-time 

study, provided that the education lasts at least three weeks and is at 

least twelve hours per month.  Th is is the education tax credit.  It’s 

one of those tax credits we were talking about a little bit ago — a 

specifi c amount of money that the government just gives right back 

to you in your tax refund each year.  It’s a nice little chunk of change 

for most students.  See your Administration offi  ce for what consti-

tutes a full-time or part-time course load at your post-secondary in-

stitution.  You cannot claim the education credit if you received a 

grant; you also can’t claim the education credit if your employer paid 

for your classes.

6. Tuition Tax Credit

In addition to the fl at education and textbook tax credits, which 
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work on the same formula for every student in Canada, the federal 

government also has a tuition tax credit.  Your school website prob-

ably lets you log in to print a form for this.  Called a TA, the 

form should state the amount you’re allowed to use for the tax credit.  

According to the Canada Revenue Agency, the following ex penses 

can be used as part of your tuition tax credit:

admission feesa. 

charges for use of the library or laboratory facilitiesb. 

exemption feesc. 

examination fees (including re-reading charges)d. 

application fees (but only if you subsequently enrol in the e. 

institution)

confi rmation feesf. 

charges for a certifi cate, diploma, or degreeg. 

membership or seminar fees that are specifi cally related to h. 

an academic program and its administration

mandatory computer-service feesi. 

academic fees.j. 

When the Goods and Services Tax (gst) is added to an eligible 

tuition fee, the total amount (the fee plus the gst) is eligible for the 

tuition tax credit.

Th e following fees cannot be claimed as part of the tuition tax 

credit:

student activities, whether social or athletica. 

medical care and health servicesb. 

transportation and parkingc. 

board and lodgingd. 

goods of enduring value that are to be retained by students e. 

(e.g. slide rule, microscope, uniform, gown, etc.)

initiation fees and entrance fees to professional organizationsf. 

administrative penalties incurred when the student withdraws g. 

from a program or an institution.

Both of the above lists come almost verbatim from the Canada 

Revenue Agency.  For more specifi cs about what can and can’t be 

claimed for the tuition tax credit, go to cra-arc.gc.ca.
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7. Taxes and RESPs

If you have resp income from your parents, only the 
educational-assistance payments (eaps) from the resp are taxable.  
In other words, the original amount that your parents put in for you 
is tax-free in your hands (your parents already paid taxes on it once).  
Th e amount that the government put into the plan (commonly called 
the Canada Education Savings Grant, or cesg), and the earned in-
vestment income, are taxable when you take them out.  Most software 
programs will ask you about this.  Th e fi nancial institution that ad-
ministers your resp should send your parents a statement that shows 
how much of the income that you got from the plan is taxable.  Are 
your parents having you read this book?  Th en you should have them 
look at Th e RESP Book, by Mike Holman, which will answer just 
about any question you and your family have about resps.

8. Moving Tax Credit

In a bid to help students with their transportation needs, and to 
encourage greener living, the government has made transit passes into 
a non-refundable tax credit.  A non-refundable tax credit is much 
the same as the regular old tax credit we discussed at the beginning 
of the chapter, but it cannot be used to bring the balance of your 
taxes below zero; check the Glossary for a fuller explanation.  Keep 
track of your public-transit costs (whether they involve a bus pass, a 
light-rail transit pass, or anything similar) and save your receipt, so 
that the full amount of this will be granted as a tax credit.

9. Tax-Free Withdrawals from RRSPs

Th is tip is mostly applicable to older students, those who have al-
ready been in the workforce and contributed to rrsps.  As a student, 
you’re allowed to make tax-free withdrawals from your rrsps to pay 
for your schooling, under the Lifelong Learning Plan (llp).  You’re 
allowed to withdraw no more than $10,000 per year, and no more 
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than $20,000 over four years.  Also, you must repay this amount, back 
into your rrsp, within ten years.  If you don’t proceed with the educa-
tion program after using the llp, you need to repay the full amount 
in the year in which you withdrew the money, or else it’ll be taxed as 
any other income would be.

10. Medical Costs

Th ere are tax breaks for money spent on travelling for medical 
reasons.  Th e same is true for certain prescription medications.  Th ere 
are many rules concerning medical tax deductions, but any tax soft-
ware should prompt you about them, and you can get a full break-
down using any search engine and the Canada Revenue Agency if 
you really want to know what you’re entitled to.  And, of course, stu-
dents aren’t the only people for whom this point is applicable.

11. Charitable Donations

Our government wants you to give money to charities.  If you 
donate money to a cause, hang on to the receipt that they give you 
and you can get a nice little chunk of that money back at tax time.  
Another option that some people take advantage of is to donate items 
such as old cars and furniture to charity, and use the receipts to save 
money on taxes.  Again, the tax software will ask you for the amount 
you donated, and it will take care of the rest!

12. Rental Deductions

In certain provinces (Manitoba, Ontario, and Quebec, at the time 
of this writing), a tax credit is available for people who rent or own 
their primary residence.  Th is is the education property tax credit 
or property tax credit.  Students who live on campus in those prov-
inces are considered renters, and they get documentation from the 
administration in order to claim the tax credit.  If you’re renting a 
place off  campus, get your landlord to provide you with documenta-
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tion of your total rent for the year.

13. Child-Care Expenses

If you or your spouse paid for child-care services so that you could 

earn income or go to school, you’re in line for a tax deduction or a tax 

credit.  Th e child must be under sixteen.  Many campuses now have 

daycare available.  Just remember to save your receipts!

14. Why Wait until April to Get Your Money?

Many people don’t realize that, when they get a nice tax refund 

from the government, they’re actually just getting their own money 

back.  Now, some students are better off  not getting a cheque until 

they really need that money, in the spring.  (We’re looking at you, 

Broke-by-Th anksgiving crowd.)  Others would rather have their gross 

income, without deductions being taken immediately from every pay-

cheque, so they can budget for the year.  If you want to pursue this op-

tion, just ask for a TD form and a T form from your em ployer.  

Once you fi ll in your expected income and your tax credits, the re-

sult should be very little tax taken from your paycheque.  If you have 

trouble with budgeting and are intimidated by tax forms, this is not 

necessarily a great option, because there’s always the danger of spend-

ing everything you get and then actually owing money at tax time.

After Graduation

Here are three points worth keeping in mind.

If you have graduated recently and have had to start repay-• 
ing student loans, provincial and federal tax credits are avail-

able for the interest you’ve paid on those loans.  Because of the 

tax-deductibility status of student loans, some smart people pre-

fer to put their paycheque towards other endeavours for their 
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fi rst few years of work.  Paying back credit-card debt and lines of 

credit should defi nitely come before putting any extra money to-

wards student loans.  Th ere is also a solid argument to be made 

for beginning to save for a house down-payment, or even begin-

ning retirement savings, as opposed to focusing on paying down 

your student debt.  Th is subject is much debated by fi nance en-

thusiasts, but they agree on one thing:  you’re crazy if you’re pay-

ing student loans and not getting the tax break designed to help 

recent graduates.  Keep this in mind for the future if you have 

taken out student loans.

Many provinces now have tuition-payback tax incentives to en-• 
courage you to work in the province where you earned your de-

gree or diploma.  Th is is so that the province can benefi t from the 

training it funded when you were in school.  In Manitoba, for ex-

ample, ten percent of your total tuition costs will be paid back to 

you each year, for up to six years, through a tax refund.

If you do not use the tuition, education, and textbook tax credits, • 
you can let your parents or spouse use them.  You can also “carry 

them forward” to a year when you have more income that has 

been taxed.  A couple of years when Kyle was in school, he allowed 

his parents to claim the credits.  It seemed only fair, considering 

all the ways they were supporting him!  We defi nitely recom-

mend carrying forward at least some of the amounts in your last 

few years, in preparation for your fi rst year out of post-secondary 

education, when you’ll really need the big tax refund to pay for 

the seemingly endless barrage of expenses.

We cannot overemphasize the importance of basic organization.  

Th e time, money, and eff ort that are saved by people who get into pro-

ductive habits, such as keeping bills in a fi le folder and having a con-

tainer for major-purchase receipts, is enormous.  Save yourself a ton 

of frustration as you start to get more and more documents in your 

life to keep track of:  GET ORGANIZED!  Th e boys and girls over 
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at the Canada Revenue Agency (cra) say that you should keep your 
tax records for the past six years, in case they choose to take a closer 
look at your situation through a tax audit.  If you have any questions 
on student income taxes and the most recent changes, see the Students 
and Income Tax pamphlet provided (and updated yearly) by the cra; 
it’s at cra-arc.gc.ca/E/pub/tg/p.

Chapter 9

Summary

Student taxes really aren’t that hard to understand. 

Student tax software and NETFILE make the whole online  

thing pretty easy.

Paying a “seasonal employee” at a big tax-preparation chain  

to do your return for you is defi nitely not worth it.

Being organized makes doing your taxes a lot easier (duh). 

If you don’t use up all of your tax credits, they can be carried  

forward and taken advantage of when you’re making the big 

bucks after you get your degree or diploma.
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Chapter Ten

Budgeting Basics,
a.k.a. Fun and Games

W
hen you fi rst got this book, you excitedly fl ipped straight to 
this chapter, right?  After all, from what we understand, stu-
dents are notorious for loving to plan things out and watch 

their cash pile like a hawk.

O.K., so you probably read the word budget and instantly associ-
ated it with all kinds of lectures from people who are boring and not 
nearly as cool as your new smartphone app.  No one is going to call 
budgeting the best thing since sliced bread anytime soon, but here 
is the great part:  reading this chapter will allow you to have more 
fun.  Th is might sound like a trick that only a teacher would use, but 
we’re being honest here!  Budgeting will defi nitely allow you to have 
more fun.  (We were going to say “enhance opportunities for amuse-
ment, leisure, and recreation”, but that seemed decidedly lame and 
not fun at all.)

How will spending fi fteen minutes every month (that works out 
to about thirty seconds a day) writing down a bunch of bland num-
bers allow you to have more fun, you might ask?  Well, talk to some 
post-secondary students in the middle of April sometime and see 
how much fun they’re having when their credit cards look as if they 
have run a marathon, their phones are being turned off  because of 
unpaid bills, their stomachs are rebelling at the site of yet another 
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ramen-noodles “meal”, and they have to beg their parents for loans 
to get them through until summer.  Not the right kind of excite-
ment for you?  Th en trust us:  budgeting might seem boring, but it’s 
also worth it.

For some reason, adults fi gure that the best strategy for getting 
students to budget is to tell them in stern voices that, back in their day, 
they survived on $1.63 a month, that students should live like monks, 
and that a great budget is one that is painstakingly diffi  cult to make 
and involves lots of numbers-crunching.  Have these people met stu-
dents lately?  Crew, we’ll let you in on a little secret:  this stuff  isn’t 
that hard.  We have this little thing called the Internet, which makes 
budgeting super easy and speedy.  Really, all budgeting consists of is 
making a few decisions about what you really want to do and what 
you really want to own.  Unless you’re rich (in which case you prob-
ably aren’t reading this book), you simply can’t do and have every-
thing you want in life (at least not all at once, right now), so budget-
ing is basically thinking about this for a few minutes and then de-
ciding what really generates the most joy for you in relation to its 
price.  Th at’s it!  You pick what you want most, and then ensure that 
you get it fi rst.  Stuff  you want least waits until later.  Who doesn’t 
want the best stuff  fi rst?

Numbers Made Easy

Th e mechanics of budgeting also aren’t as diffi  cult as we stodgy 
adults make them out to be.  To start, we recommend going to 
myuniversitymoney.com/my-university-money-interactive-student-budget 
and using the custom student budget template; it will calculate every-
thing for you if you put in just a few numbers.  Chances are that your 
bank or credit union has something similar — but probably not as 
good as the template we recommend.  We often fi nd that the initial 
reaction when students check out the colour-coded template is sur-
prise at the number of monthly expenses they hadn’t thought about.  
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(When you live at home, your parents are great at paying for a lot of 
this stuff  so that you never think about the money it takes.)  Students 
aren’t just surprised:  often, they’re also a little overwhelmed.  Take a 
few breaths:  it’ll be completely fi ne.  All you have to do is plug in the 
relevant numbers, and the built-in calculator will take care of the rest.  
After your fi rst month of doing this, it will get much easier.  In fact, 
if you give it an hour or so at the beginning of the school year, you 
probably can already make ninety-fi ve percent of your budget for the 
whole year, because many of the most important costs will already be 
known.  For example, if you know you will be buying a bus pass each 
month, you can pencil in the cost every month, and the only minor 
change you might have to worry about would be if the cost went up 
(usually it will go up only slightly — if at all — during the year).  Th is 
should allow you to see how much money will have to come out of 
your account before you add in the other expenses.

Now, in the interests of full disclosure, Justin’s going to come 
clean about something:  I didn’t really do an “offi  cial budget” for most 
of the time I was in post-secondary education.  I know this is sacrilegious 
to say in a personal-fi nance guide, but it is true nonetheless.  Th at being 
said, there is no doubt I would have been better off  if I had done one.  One 
of my main reasons for creating the blog MyUniversityMoney.com, and 
for writing this book, is to help students have an easier time with stuff  
I’ve had to learn the hard way — so do as I say, not as I’ve done!  Th ere are 
also a few reasons why I got away with not jotting down the exact details 
of my spending habits.  Th e main reason why I survived this bad habit is 
that I’m a pretty simple person and I have simple tastes.  I also am kind of 
weird in that I am able to keep a pretty good running tally of my bank bal-
ance in my head; and I was oddly adept at planning eight months ahead, 
compared to the average student.  Finally, I had more money (and there-
fore more of a cushion in case I slipped up) than most students, because of a 
combination of scholarships, a good summer job, and parental help.  But I 
would recommend that the vast majority of young adults avoid that path.  
Even if you have a head for a numbers, you should do a formal budget for 
at least the fi rst few months of the school year.  Once you have fully grasped 
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the monthly costs of your education and are familiar with what your in-
come and expenses will be, you might be able to slack a little bit — but there 
still are undeniable benefi ts, both short- and long-term, to becoming pro-
fi cient at this whole budgeting thing.

Th ere is no one “right” way to budget, but there defi nitely are 

plenty of wrong ways.  If you think you’ll be just fi ne without jotting 

some rough numbers down on paper, then consider the following 

situation that post-secondary students are often in.  When you mix 

young people, who have little experience handling any sort of “real 

money” at all, with large sums of student loans, resp money, gifts, 

scholarships and awards, etc., and then throw them into a world full 

of retailers who have poured unbelievable mega-bucks into scientifi c-

ally fi guring out the optimal way to separate those young people from 

that money, guess what happens.  It doesn’t take an advanced eco-

nomics degree to fi gure out that this is a recipe for disaster.  Yet, oddly 

enough, we fail to address this much at all in our formal education 

system — and many parents have never developed budgeting-skills 

themselves, never mind thought about passing them on to their chil-

dren.  Really, in a lot of ways, we set up post-secondary students to 

fail.

A budget really is just a plan for success — and there are many dif-

ferent ways of creating and sticking to a budget.  Still, you do have 

to pick one of those ways — because, if you don’t have at least some 

idea of what your dollar fi gures coming in and going out look like, 

then you’re almost guaranteeing yourself some embarrassing and 

crappy situations in the near term.  Even worse:  you could ac tu-

ally be handicapping your adult life for years to come, if you let your 

anti-budgeting ways go on long enough.

In case those things don’t scare you into budgeting, here’s a little 

something that just might entice you.  At Dominican University of 

California, there’s a psychology professor, Gail Matthews, Ph.D.  She 

was curious about a study she’d heard about.  In fact, a whole lot 

of people have heard about the study, which has been mentioned 
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in many books and seminars over the years.  Here’s how it’s usu-
ally presented.  Shortly after graduation, Yale University’s class of 
1953 was surveyed.  Th e recent grads were asked about their plans for 
the future; three percent of them had written down their goals and 
the steps that they would take to reach those goals, while the other 
ninety-seven percent hadn’t.  Twenty years later, the class of 1953 was 
surveyed again, and it was found that the three percent who had writ-
ten down their goals and plans were happier and more content than 
the other ninety-seven percent — and had amassed more wealth than 
all the ninety-seven percent put together.  Astounding and inspir-
ing, right?

Actually, it turns out that that popular story is untrue:  there was 
no such survey of Yale’s class of 1953 (or Harvard’s, as the story some-
times goes).  Have we dashed your hopes?  Well, Doctor Matthews 
was curious, and so she did her own study.  Th e subjects were divided 
into fi ve categories, in terms of how much eff ort they put into com-
ing up with goals, fi guring out what it would take to achieve their 
goals, and tracking their progress.  Th e people who merely thought 
about their goals turned out to have only little more than half the 
success rate of people who had written down their goals and regu-
larly reviewed their progress toward achieving them.  Th ink about it:  
the people who did the most goal-related stuff  besides just thinking 
about what they wanted to accomplish had almost twice the success 
rate.  So now we’ve debunked a myth — and told you about real sci-
entifi c evidence that you can get a lot more of what you want from 
life if you do try writing down a plan.  Regularly telling a friend how 
you’re doing on your plan raises your chance of success even higher.

In the case of money (and all the things and experiences it can 
help you get), the budget is the plan.

Creating a Plan

Alright, enough fear-mongering and enticement. How do you do it?  
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How do you start with a budget for the school year?

Well, even before you look at how much money you are going 

to make, and where it’s going to come from, we would start by sim-

ply thinking of a few of life’s little luxuries with which you desper-

ately want to reward yourself.  For either of us, an example would be 

an ultra-fast Internet connection.  We don’t technically need it — but 

it is something that we both really, really want.  What budgeting al-

lows you to do is fi gure out how you can aff ord these things that are 

most important to you.  Obviously you have to be realistic, but set-

ting a few carrots at the end of the stick for yourself might give you 

the motivation you need in order to sit down and have a look at your 

fi nancial situation.

Next, take the time to fi nd out the actual cost of your monthly 

expenses.  When many students start the budgeting process, there is 

a temptation to guess (in other words, to use fake, made-up fi gures), 

as opposed to taking fi ve minutes to fi nd out how much something 

really costs.  Th ere also can be a strong temptation to round down 

in order to make the numbers look better — DON’T do this.  If you 

tend to visit the bar scene every week, don’t budget $20 a month for 

booze (unless you’re one of those “lucky girls” who always seem to 

meet “nice guys” who are willing to make your personal-fi nance situ-

ation a little easier by paying many of your costs).  If you don’t know 

what the average price of groceries would be for someone of your 

size and appetite, ask your parents for an estimate.  For items such as 

Internet, insurance, a gym pass, cable, tuition, residence fees, etc., it 

should be just a matter of fi nding the monthly fi gure and plugging it 

in to the template.  For something like a phone bill, average your last 

six months to estimate your monthly bill for the long term.

Some “experts” will tell you that once your monthly budgeted 

money for a given category has run out, you should never spend a 

penny more in that category until next month.  We hate the idea of 

being chained to a budget, and we’re fairly certain most students will 

instantly rebel at this.  Th e solution is fairly simple here.  If you have 
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budgeted $150 a month for entertainment, and going to a concert 
would put you $20 over your budget, simply make sure you spend only 
$130 the next month.  Obviously, one danger here is that people can 
use this technique to justify “borrowing” from all parts of their budget 
in order to pay for frivolous things that they don’t really need — lead-
ing to a shortfall in overall funding and destroying the whole con-
cept of a budget in the fi rst place.  Another danger is that, when next 
month rolls around, habit will get the better of you and you’ll still 
spend $150 (or $170, or maybe even more), and just shove your enter-
tainment budget further and further into the red with each passing 
month, like those kids always begging their parents for advances on 
their allowances.  So, in our example, let’s repeat the simple solution, 
with a little emphasis:  just make sure you spend only $130 the next 
month.  A little common sense and planning go a long way.  Your 
budget is your own fl exible plan, which you can adapt at any time as long 
as the basic principles stay in place.

Once you have your monthly expenses fi gured out, jot down some 
of the one-time costs that you’ll probably be stuck with during the 
upcoming school year.  Common items include a new computer or 
printer, a new pair of basketball shoes, and maybe a real luxury item 
you want, such as a guitar.  To say you’re going to go through years 
of education and never buy yourself a luxury item is a pretty tough 
row to hoe.  Once again, it comes down to deciding what you want 
most.  Some large luxury purchases, such as a car, require a ton of 
sacrifi ce — so the corresponding benefi t you get from your purchase 
really ought to match the amount of work you’ll have to do to get 
that item or experience.  Setting yourself some enticing goals, such 
as a trip abroad or another luxury purchase, can truly motivate you 
to work and push harder than you’ve been doing.

Th e key here is balance.  You have to prioritize what you really 
want, because you simply can’t have it all at once.  (And, besides, 
many of your wants may change.  Th e desire you felt for a certain toy 
when you were six has kind of faded now that you’re three times as 
old, hasn’t it?)  Th is is where many young students fail in their whole 



118 Chapter Ten

 More Money for Beer and Textbooks

budgeting process.  Student loans come in, and large sums of money 
are sitting in their accounts — or they get a shiny new credit card in 
the mail — and they don’t stop to consider what they really want most 
in terms of a “treat” purchase.  Instead, many students develop ter-
rible spending habits and never learn how to build for the future:  they 
never learn the concept (let alone the pleasure) of delayed gratifi cation.  
If you’re under thirty, you probably don’t know what delayed gratifi ca-
tion means.  Pull out your smartphone and Google it, because that is 
half of this whole personal-fi nance thing right there, buddy!

Finally, once you have a pretty good idea of your monthly costs 
and your total costs for a whole year of post-secondary education, 
you can determine what sort of cash fl ow you will need for the year 
and where that money will come from.  (We always like to look at 
yearly as well as monthly costs, because many costs change from year 
to year.)  For some students, this need to cover expenses will lead 
them to apply for student loans; for others it will result in increased 
hours at their summer job.  Some students want their debt to be at 
zero when they graduate and simply not owe anyone a cent; others 
want to be able to travel when they’re fi nished with schooling; and 
still others don’t mind $30,000 in debt if they achieve other goals as 
they go through their educational journey.  We’re not saying any of 
the diff erent preferences is wrong; but it is good to have decided what 
your goals are and to be aware of your costs, so that you can make 
educated decisions about the trade-off s necessary to get whatever is 
most important to you, whether it’s debt, an increased workload dur-
ing the summer or school year, or however else you swing it.

So, back to actually making that budget.  Since we’re 100-percent 
sure you have taken all of our advice to heart so far, we’ll assume you 
have had a frank discussion with your parents about how much they 
plan to help you with your costs while at school.  You can pencil this 
amount in.  You can also put in any earnings you can safely count 
on from summer work (we hope you started looking early and have 
locked up a good gig!).  If this leaves you with a surplus, then con-
gratulations!  You are pretty much home free.  For most people, the 
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number on the expenses side is bigger than the one on the income 
side.  If you’ve cut out as many unnecessary expenses as you can bear 
and your income still isn’t enough to cover your costs, then the dif-
ference will have to made up through another source of revenue — in 
other words, another source of money coming into your bank ac-
count.  Th e most common option is student loans; other options in-
clude scholarships, bursaries, and grants, and part-time work you do 
while going through school.  (Th ere are also options that can get you 
in real trouble if misused, such as student lines of credit and credit 
cards.)  Coming up with a plan to make up the diff erence between 
the money you will have coming in for the year and the money that 
you plan to spend (preferably with a nice little buff er zone as well) 
will keep you from having to resort to begging your folks at the last 
minute (or ignoring large balances on your credit card until you owe 
a ton of money in interest and fees or, even worse, you get a letter 
telling you to appear in court).

Once you begin to learn that the less money you spend on the 
stuff  you have to buy, the more you can spend on the stuff  really want 
to buy, you will probably see for yourself where you can cut costs a 
little bit.  Th ere are countless websites out there (including those of 
yours truly) that off er cost-cutting tips and strategies, such as buy-
ing groceries in bulk, splitting the rent among roommates, and fi gur-
ing out when the cheap night at the movies is.  Th ere are people out 
there who are absolutely obsessed with cutting budgets to the bone 
and, while we certainly don’t embody that level of commitment, each 
of us will defi nitely steal a tip from them here and there if it can save 
us some hard-earned cash without sacrifi cing something that brings 
us a lot of happiness.  One trick we’ve used fairly extensively when it 
comes to saving money is to think of a big, long-term goal, such as 
a trip or a vehicle, and then compare each tempting purchase to that 
goal.  Do you want that purchase more than you want your long-term 
goal?  What are you going to remember more fondly fi ve years from 
now — that trip to the Caribbean, or the fact that you spent $5 on 
coff ee every morning for a year (that’s more than $1,800!)?  If you’d 
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rather achieve the big goal, put the small temptation down and walk 
away.  Th is helps us steer clear of impulse buys and see through ad-
vertisers’ bags of tricks.

O.K., so This Part Isn’t That Fun

Students as a group are really great at burning through money.  Often 
it’s not the “big” expenditures that sink us, but rather the day-to-day 
money that seems to fl oat away without our noticing.  In our ex-
perience, this pocket money is often gobbled up by a few major 
“budget-busting” items.  Most students we know spend a ton of 
money on the coff ee we just mentioned, and on eating out, and on al-
cohol.  Now, hey, we’re not here to preach at you (o.k., maybe a little):  
if you honestly get a ton of enjoyment from those three things, then 
they could very well be worth the bite they take out of your budget.  
For most students, however, we think the relatively low price per item 
distracts them from the overall blow to their budget that these items 
collectively strike.

One activity that a lot of the “gurus” out there recommend doing 
is tracking all of your expenses for a week or, even better, for a month.  
If this seems familiar to you, chances are you have talked to a nutri-
tionist before!  Th e principle behind writing down every nickel that 
you spend and every single morsel of food you put in your mouth is 
the same:  you will probably be shocked when you add it all up.  It’s 
so easy to justify spending a little bit of money at a time that it prob-
ably snowballs much faster than you would think.

Th ere is a guy who writes about personal fi nance for a living 
named David Bach, and he has basically made his name on the idea 
of “Th e Latte Factor”.  His premise is that, if you spend what seems 
like “a little” every day on things like coff ee (especially the pricey, 
frou-frou kind), you are wasting a fortune (yes, an actual fortune) 
over the course of your life.  His idea is that, if you invest that $2.00 
a day (or however much your coff ee is), you can be a millionaire on 
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that money alone when you’re ready to retire.  Now, in our experience, 
most students can have a hard time seeing past next Saturday night, 
let alone to a time when their own kids will be off  at college — so this 
line of thinking doesn’t really enter into their quest for immediate 
gratifi cation.  But that doesn’t change the fact that a cup of coff ee 
for 100 days each semester can seriously set you back and you prob-
ably won’t even realize it.  Going out to eat should be a treat, not the 
norm.  So just watch out for these sneaky little costs:  they can rap-
idly undo all the good work you’ve put into keeping your head above 
water fi nancially.

In the end, budgeting is just about having a plan.  Who doesn’t 
like having a plan to get a ton of cool stuff  from life?  Chances are that 
you are entering the fi rst period of your life in which you have actual 
control over relatively large sums of money.  If you have no plan to 
compensate for your lack of experience with having control over that 
much money, bad things are likely to happen.  If you use one of the 
zillion budgeting apps that are available to help you, check out our 
free budgeting template online, and use a little common sense when 
thinking about what you should be spending money on, you’ll be just 
fi ne.  And, hey, at the end of the day, if you stick to ninety percent of 
your budgeting plans and goals, you’re doing better than most “adults” 
in the world today, not to mention our government — so cheers!
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Chapter 10

Summary

Budgeting isn’t as hard or painful as people make it  

out to be.  Check out our user-friendly budget template: 

myuniversitymoney.com/my-university-money-interactive-student-budget

Budgets allow you to make sure you get the most fun pos- 

sible out of your scrawny student bank account.

Small everyday purchases like coffee or cigarettes can sink  

your budget in a hurry!
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Chapter Eleven

“Dude, Where’s My Car?”

W
ho doesn’t want to own a car?  I know there are some of you 

who are better than we are and have morals that revolve around 

little things like saving our environment.  Most of us, however, 

have been fully corrupted by the North American car culture.  We 

don’t want to take the blue pill and wake up to the fact that we are 

pouring money down the drain and doing a good deal of damage to 

the life on our planet in the process.  (Sorry:  the “blue pill” reference 

comes from a movie that most of you have probably never seen, called 

Th e Matrix.  At one time it was considered ground-breaking and 

there was a video game for it and everything.  Yes, Keanu Reeves was 

ground-breaking at one time — and, yeah, we were there and that still 

sounds weird.)  Th e truth is that owning a car is an absolute money 

pit.  Almost every piece of literature we’ve read on building wealth 

says not to spend money on vehicles, because they are heavily depreci-

ating assets that cost a ton to own.  Th is means not only that you pay 

something to keep the car on the road, but also that the whole time 

you own the car it is becoming worth less and less money.

Kyle’s confession time:  I was pretty aware of the whole money-pit 
thing even as a young adult, and yet I still decided to own a vehicle 
while I went through school.  In an eff ort to defend myself, I will say that 
Winnipeg’s public-transit system *cough, cough* leaves much to be desired, 
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and that as a rural kid I found the car very useful in order to get home on 
the odd weekend.  In my situation, I weighed the costs of owning a car and 
the sacrifi ces I would have to make in order to do it, against the benefi ts 
it provided me.  Becoming a part of the infrastructure problem in North 
America was the choice I made.  Looking back on it, I’m not sure what I 
would do if I could do it over again, but there is no doubt that it did cost 
me a ton of money.  Th e car I owned while going to school was a 2002 
Pontiac Grand Prix, which I bought after my second year, in 2007.  I had 
gotten quite a few awards and scholarships in my fi rst year of school, and 
I had lived very frugally, so, with a little help from my folks, I purchased 
the vehicle that summer without any loan at all.  I can defi nitely see how I 
was infl uenced as much by the social status of having a car as I was by the 
utility of it.  But the fact is that not having a vehicle is probably a much 
smarter decision for many students across Canada.

For our parents’ generation, car ownership was almost a given, es-
pecially for men.  Today, however, there are plenty of public-transit 
options that are becoming better and better across the Great White 
North, and there is also considerable incentive to choose these op-
tions.  Using a public-transit pass isn’t the only option besides owning 
a vehicle.  More and more people in urban environments are buck-
ing the sedentary-lifestyle trend that has been killing our hearts and 
expanding our waistlines over the past few decades.  Biking, walking, 
or jogging to school periodically, while using a public-transit pass as a 
backup, is a great way to save on gym costs while staying in shape and 
using solid time-management principles.  Eating a little more in the 
way of healthful food to fuel your body will defi nitely cost less than 
the oil they’re pumping out of the ground in the Middle East.

Private vs. Public Transportation 

Th e problem with making blanket statements about what mode of 
transportation to recommend across Canada is the incredible var-
iety of climates and public-transit options and their price points.  
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Standing in line for a bus in February in Winnipeg or Edmonton 
is not remotely the same as in Vancouver or Toronto.  Sometimes 
those  – 40° mornings make owning a vehicle look pretty attractive; 
this was especially true when Winnipeg’s public-transit system was 
so lacklustre (we’ll try not to tangent too badly here).  Likewise, in 
rural and semi-rural areas, commuting by personal vehicle is not con-
sidered optional.  Th is is something to consider if you’re comparing 
living on campus with commuting from home.  Th ere is no doubt 
that the government is trying to encourage students (and everyone 
else) to use public transit:  after all, they created the public-transit tax 
credit in 2007.  Th e Yukon Territory has a similar tax credit, but no 
other provinces or territories did as of 2012, according to the Canada 
Revenue Agency.  Th is is a nice little carrot on the stick and further 
widens the cost gap between owning a personal vehicle and having a 
public-transit pass.  Finally, when you buy a public-transit pass, there 
are very few hidden costs.  Th e rate is public, and it isn’t as if the ser-
vice will suddenly disappear or charge you for repairs.

On some post-secondary campuses across Canada, student unions 
have decided to make an even stronger case for public transit.  In 
what is usually a fairly controversial conversation across our cam puses, 
some student populations have voted in favour of simply including 
the costs for public-transit passes in the tuition fees charged to every 
student.  In most cases, this fee is automatic and non-refundable.  
When students vote to buy in mass like this, it drives down the cost 
of an individual public-transit pass for each student; however, it also 
forces students who prefer personal vehicles to subsidize (pay for) 
those who use nothing but public transit.  If it is already included 
in your fees, it may really be in your best interest to fi gure out a way 
to make public transit work in your favour.  Th e fi nancial benefi ts 
tend to slant the table pretty fast.  Take a look at your tuition break-
down in your student fi nancial account at your school’s website to see 
whether the fee has been charged and is mandatory, or simply ask at 
the Registrar’s Offi  ce.

We have to admit that our experience with Winnipeg’s 
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public-transit system sort of jaded us to the idea in and of itself.  
Students’ constant frustration with the lack of a rapid-transit op-
tion and with any sort of reliability in the winter has been going on 
for some time now.  Some of the packages off ered across the rest of 
the country seem a lot more valuable and useful.  Vancouver, for ex-
ample, off ers a universal pass (U-Pass), which gives post-secondary 
students access not only to the bus network, but also to the SeaBus 
and SkyTrain services — all for the low price of $30 a month, aver-
aging just under $1 a day.  Combined with the more hospitable weath-
er, it’s defi nitely an attractive option.  By comparison, Winnipeg char-
ges more than $60 a month for its patchwork bus network.  Other 
recent post-secondary monthly pass rates grabbed quickly from the 
Web range from $44 in Montreal for a combined Metro and bus pass, 
to $75 for a student bus pass in Saskatoon and $77 in Edmonton, all 
the way up to a $104 subway pass in Toronto.  Regardless of the spe-
cifi c cost for your student public-transit pass, one thing is certain:  it’s 
going to cost you less than a personal vehicle will.

The True Cost of a Car

If you’re like us and just assumed while growing up that everyone had 
a vehicle, you’ll probably be shocked to fi nd out the true cost involved 
with the cult of vehicle ownership.  We had never really considered 
this before we started doing a lot of reading in the personal-fi nance 
world, and by that time we had already been driving cars that we 
owned for a couple years!

Th e upfront cost of a vehicle is its purchase price — which is rela-
tively straightforward.  Usually, the fi rst two things students decide 
when shopping for cars are what kind they want and whether to buy 
new or used.  Almost all of the students we know need only the basic 
transportation provided by a used car; however, some do get sucked in 
to buying new.  If you choose to buy new and to “fi nance” the vehicle 
(that’s salesman speak for borrowing money for a car you can’t yet af-
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ford), you have to include the considerable interest charges you will 
pay through fi nancing.  (Remember, interest is the money you have 
to pay the bank for the service of lending you the money.)  Th e spe-
cial fi nance off ers you see in advertisements are for people with great 
credit scores — not young students.  You will be paying a premium 
for the loan, which means large interest payments.  Take the huge 
amount of money needed to buy a car in the fi rst place, add the in-
terest for borrowing money to buy something you don’t already have 
the money for, and what you get is a monthly payment toward that 
loan that gobbles up a gigantic part of your budget.  We could go into 
more detail but, for now, our strong advice is not to get into “fi nan-
cing” a car if you’re a student.

It’s interesting to us that people rationalize buying a car because 
they believe it will mean they own something that’s worth what they 
just paid for it.  Automobiles are not like a house or land, how ever:  
they depreciate (lose their monetary value) quickly.  Various esti-
mates put the average depreciation of a car at ten to twenty percent 
per year, depending on the make and model.  For those of you who 
aren’t math whizzes, let’s look at a few scenarios.  First, let’s say you 
spend $10,000 on a used car that’s a few years old, and that the car 
is made by a well respected company that has a solid reputation in 
the used-car market and consequently the vehicle depreciates just 
ten percent a year.  After you’ve owned it for one year, the car’s resale 
value (what you could get for it if you sold it) would be $9,000.  Two 
years down the road, the value would be $8,100.  At three years, the car 
would be worth $7,290; at four years, $6,561.  After fi ve years, that car 
you bought for $10,000 would be worth about $5,905.  Alternatively, 
if you purchased a used car for the same $10,000, and the used-car 
market decides that it isn’t a well made vehicle and you’re looking at 
twenty-percent depreciation a year, and then the values would look 
like this: $8,000 after year one, $6,400 after year two, $5,120 after year 
three, $4,096 after year four, and just $3,277 after fi ve years.

Th e loss of value for a used car looks bad . . . until you compare it 
to the depreciation of a new model.  Let’s look at what would hap-
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pen if you purchased a new car for $20,000 and watched it depreci-
ate twenty percent per year.  Th e almost new car would fetch $16,000 
after one year of use, $12,800 after two years, $10,240 after three years, 
and $8,192 after four years; just fi ve years after buying your shiny new 
car, you now can get about $6,554 for it.  Th at is $13,446 of value that 
you have “used up” or watched evaporate in fi ve years!  When you 
compare that to the earlier example of depreciation in a used car (a 
loss over fi ve years of about $4,100 to about $6,700), you can see why 
a new car is considered an expensive luxury and a terrible investment 
by most fi nancially savvy thinkers out there.  Depreciation is part of 
the true cost of owning a vehicle, because it is eff ectively money that 
has left your pocket as you’ve owned the car.  Of course, you can limit 
the number of dollars lost to depreciation if you buy an older vehicle 
that has already lost most of its original value.  Older cars do tend to 
chew into your budget in other ways, though.

Th e next big hit is yearly repairs and maintenance.  Th e simple 
rule of thumb is that the more maintenance you do, the fewer repairs 
you have to take care of, so we recommend taking an hour to read 
the owner’s manual so you know when your car should have fl uid 
changes and the like.  Most people usually do three oil changes in a 
year, which costs roughly $150 if you don’t do it yourself, in addition to 
other periodic maintenance.  No matter how much maintenance you 
do, some repairs are always necessary, including the basic changing 
of tires, brake pads, alternator, battery, etc.  Th e cost of repairs varies 
widely, depending on the make and model of your car; a hopeful es-
timate puts the cost for most used vehicles at $1,000 a year.

Insurance companies are not big fans of the under-25 crowd.  
Before you get mad at them, consider how much more often you and 
your buddies, or other people your age, do dumb things in vehicles, 
compared to your parents.  Th at’s why you have to pay a lot more 
to get insured than they do.  Our insurance in Manitoba was about 
$120 a month when we were starting university back in 2005 (about 
$1,400 a year!), and that is among the cheapest you’ll fi nd in Canada.  
If you’re at fault in an accident that damages your car, your insurance 
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won’t cover all the costs of repairs, for there’s also the matter of the 

deductible, which is the part you pay from your own pocket for the 

repair costs before the insurance kicks in to cover the rest.  You can 

get a policy in which the deductible is relatively small (a few hundred 

dollars); but you’ll pay a higher monthly price (also called the pre-
mium) for that policy.  Or you can reduce your monthly premium by 

getting a policy with a higher deductible; but then you’d better have 

money in savings, because if the mechanic needs $1,200 to do the re-

pair and the fi rst $1,000 of that price is your responsibility (the de-

ductible) then you won’t be going anywhere until you fork it over.  In 

addition, if you were indeed the cause of the accident, your insurance 

company will fi nd out, will conclude that insuring you is a bigger risk, 

and will start charging you a higher price for insurance.

Electric cars might be the way of the future, but they’re not here 

yet (at least not as far as a student budget is concerned).  Th at means 

gasoline prices must be part of your analysis.  If you fi ll your tank 

twice a month, you’re looking at a minimum of $100.  A much likelier 

fi gure is $150, and many students easily spend $200 or more per month 

on gas.  Th is alone costs more than your public-transit pass.

Finally, we get to every student’s favourite subject — parking.  

Parking rates obviously diff er across Canada.  At the University of 

Manitoba, it cost about $500 to get a residence parking-spot for eight 

months.  Parking at most apartments costs somewhat less than that, 

but not much less.  Th en you have to consider the times when you will 

park off  campus.  In Winnipeg, you can get away with usually fi nd-

ing relatively cheap parking; but, in many places, this is not an op-

tion.  You could probably throw in at least another $200 per year in 

most cities for random parking costs.  Th e University of Manitoba 

is a conservative example; parking near many university campuses is 

much pricier than that.

A cost we won’t bother to put a number on, but one that af-

fects many students, is parking-tickets and speeding-tickets.  You 

all know the drill:  a group meeting runs late and you don’t get to 
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the meter; you miss your alarm for your fi nal exam and are trying 
to make up time; etc.  Th ese tickets can range from a minor annoy-
ance to a week’s worth of part-time wages.  And, while the only cost 
of parking-tickets is the ticket’s face value and the inconvenience of 
paying it, speeding-tickets are another story:  the police report your 
“moving-violations” (laws you break while your car is in motion) to 
your insurance company — and the company rightly interprets this 
as evidence that you’re a riskier driver and starts charging you more 
money for insurance.

By our count, once you add up all of these costs, you’re looking at a 
true vehicle cost of about $5,000 a year, in addition to the depreciation 
of the car.  Th is value is Manitoba-based.  If your province charges 
higher insurance rates — or if you live in a big city, such as Vancouver 
or Toronto, and have to deal with higher parking fees — you could 
be looking at a much greater cost.  For those of you keeping score at 
home, this means that the fi nancial sacrifi ce for the convenience of 
having a car while you go to school is pretty much at least $4,000 a 
year (the diff erence between your car and the price of a public-tran-
sit pass) — and it could reach a lot higher than that.  Plus there is the 
original price you paid for the vehicle itself.  One other considera-
tion for students:  your vehicle is an asset that has to be declared on 
student-loan forms, and it does reduce the amount of money you can 
get (and can even keep you from getting any student loans at all).

Devil’s Advocate

Now we would be remiss if we didn’t quickly mention the benefi ts 
of having your own ride.  Probably the biggest reasons to get your 
own car are the time saved and the convenience factor.  For example, 
Kyle is obsessive about not waiting in line for things and trying to 
make effi  cient use of time, so this played a huge role in his choice 
to have his own vehicle.  Th e ability to control your own fate (at 
least transportation-wise) regardless of public holidays, the hour of 
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the day or night, bad weather, labour strikes, or any other such fac-

tor can be addictive.  If you’re commuting from a rural area or bed-

room community, there is basically no choice in the matter:  you ob-

vi ously need a car.

Th e biggest reason for many of us to get a car is that our present 

culture has decreed it to be just plain cool.  Whether anyone wants to 

admit it or not, there is still a little smidge of a stigma about taking 

the bus for a date — although we believe this is quickly disappearing, 

because of that whole “we are destroying our environment” thing 

that everyone’s talking about these days.  Still, as long as rock and 

rap music videos keep showing “pimped-out rides”, there will be a 

demand for them.

So where does this leave you?  Cars might be great for dates, but 

actually having the money to go on dates is a pretty sweet deal too.  

We know many students who live at home while going to school and 

who do the public-transit thing but are able to borrow their parents’ 

rides liberally much of the time.  Obviously, if you have accommodat-

ing parents, this is a great option.  For rural kids living close to campus 

or in residence, one option for your old high-school car that’s falling 

apart is to keep it at home during the school year and then just regis-

ter it and drive it when you’re home for the summer.  If public transit 

isn’t your thing, but a car just seems out of your reach, consider bug-

ging your friends to carpool with them regularly.  If you are going to 

do this, don’t be cheap!  Pay up for gas, now that you know how much 

it’s costing your buddy to drive your educated butt around!

Basically, if you’re serious about building wealth from a young 

age, then owning a car is a huge handicap.  If the sacrifi ce is worth it 

you and you can fi t it in your budget, owning a car might be o.k. in 

your specifi c situation.  We would never advise a student to take on 

debt in order to own a car.  If you can’t aff ord to pay it down in cash, 

then in our opinion owning a vehicle probably isn’t your best option.  

You can always use it as a carrot on a stick in order to motivate your-

self to work a second job in the summer or something like that, but 
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using your student loan to buy a car is probably not justifi able under 
any circumstance.

Automobile Associations

We’ve saved the upbeat news for last.  Auto clubs or associations 
are about big savings for everyone in three groups: those of you who 
own your own cars, those of you who occasionally (or even more fre-
quently) drive someone else’s car (whether borrowed or rented), and 
even those of you who don’t drive at all.  Th ese are organizations that 
focus on helping people who drive cars, but some of them off er big 
benefi ts that stretch into many other parts of your fi nancial life.  By far 
the biggest, best-known one in Canada is the Canadian Automobile 
Association (caa), with close to six million members and 140 offi  ces 
across the country.

For about 18¢ to 38¢ a day, depending on the membership level 
you choose, you get serious coverage for your butt in those annoy-
ing circumstance almost every driver (or passenger) gets into at one 
point or another — locking the keys inside, needing a jump-start, run-
ning out of fuel, needing a tow truck, etc.  Th ose are the main bene-
fi ts many people think of when they consider caa.  But, more often, 
caa members take advantage of all kinds of other off erings, which 
you can learn more about at CAA.ca.  Basically, your membership card 
will get you upfront discounts on all sorts of products and services, 
such as gas, hotels and motels, and car rentals.  In addition, when you 
present your card at certain retailers, you earn caa dollars, which can 
be used to reduce or eliminate your already cheap annual member-
ship renewal fee.

Many parents choose to start their kids with a membership that’s 
part of the household membership.  Th is saves money — and gives 
parents a lot of peace of mind as their little darlings leave home in 
their shiny cars.  Kyle’s mom purchased his membership as his birth-
day present every year on the family’s plan as he went through school, 
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and he eventually switched to his own separate membership when 
he was fi nally told it was time to grow up.  So far, he’s been fortunate 
enough not to need the free towing; but, more than once, a friendly 
caa employee has solved locked-keys and dead-battery dilemmas.  
Just one call from the free locksmith probably saved more money 
than a whole year’s membership cost.

Chapter 11

Summary

Motor vehicles are depreciating assets. 

There are many hidden costs to consider when you’re buying  

a vehicle, such as insurance, maintenance, repairs, gas, and 

parking fees.

Public transportation might not win you many status points,  

but it’s defi nitely cheaper.

The true cost of owning a car is roughly $5,000 per year (in  

addition to what it costs to buy it), and your insurance costs 

could raise that fi gure substantially.

No one makes action movies about dudes who take the bus  

. . . so we guess car owners have that.
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Chapter Twelve

Credit Cards
and Lines of Credit

I
f you have ever been to a post-secondary campus during the fi rst 
two weeks of the fall semester, you’ve probably noticed the attractive 
displays and booths set up by credit-card distributors.  Credit-card 

companies make oodles of money, and they can aff ord to hire some 
pretty smart people in their marketing departments.  Th is usually re-
sults in clever little giveaways and freebies that entice impressionable 
young students into signing up for their product.  A 2009 study found 
that nine out of ten graduating university students now had at least 
one credit card each.  Yet some fi nancial “gurus” tell young people to 
avoid credit cards at all costs:  “Th ey’re evil!” they shout from their 
mountaintops of frugality.

We don’t belong in that group of “experts”.  Much like any other 
tool, a credit card has perfectly valid uses and can fi ll a variety of needs 
for a student.  At the same time, abusing a credit card can absolutely 
wreck your fi nances for many, many years to come.  Credit cards are 
not the root of all fi nancial evil, but fi nancial illiteracy is — and the 
two put together can be disastrous.

To understand fully just how credit cards can throw you off  your 
game so quickly, it is kind of important to understand how interest, 
especially compound interest, works.  Yes, there is some math involved 
here, but don’t worry — we’re not math guys either, so we’ll keep it 
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simple.  Before we look at any numbers, it’s worth taking a peak at 
what a wise man once said about compound interest:

“Th e most powerful force in the universe is compound interest.”

Th e great thing about compound interest is that, when you start 
to invest, it’s going to work in your favour and it will help make many 
of you millionaires.  (Because you’re going to graduate debt-free after 
reading this book, you’ll be on the right track.)  Th e other side of the 
same coin is that compound interest is just as powerful when it works 
against you — which is what it does when you borrow money — and 
it creates a negative feedback cycle that can quickly drown you in 
debt.

Be Afraid . . . Be Very Afraid

Just so the powers that be are satisfi ed, we’ll illustrate the worst-case 
scenario that can result from irresponsible credit-card use, before we 
let you in on why you should get one anyway.  When you borrow 
money on a credit card, the credit-card company charges you inter-
est on the amount of money that you borrowed.  (Th e amount you 
initially borrow is called the principal.  For a refresher on the basic 
concept of interest, turn to page 69 and to the Glossary.)  Let’s look 
at an example, and for this you’ll need to know that when you “carry a 
balance” you’re paying back less than the full amount you owe — each 
month, some money you borrowed more than a month ago still hasn’t 
been paid back.  If your credit card has an annual interest rate of 
19.99 percent, and you carry a balance of $100 all year while paying 
back only the interest each month, you will have paid the credit card 
company roughly $20 in interest by the end of the year — on top of 
the original $100 you borrowed.  When you use small amounts, like 
that $100, this doesn’t seem so bad — but this can snowball in a hurry.  
Carrying $1,000 for the year will cost you $200 — and we’ve seen a 
few students graduate with $5,000 or more in credit-card debt, and it 
was costing them $1,000 and up, every year, just to pay the interest!  Even 
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worse problems arise when you can’t even pay all your interest every 
month, let alone any of the principal.  Most credit cards will let you 
pay a small monthly minimum payment, usually $10 or about three 
percent of your balance, whichever one is larger.  What happens at 
this point is that, if you can’t aff ord to pay back at least your interest, 
it gets tacked on to the principal you already owed and essentially be-
comes part of a newer, and larger, principal.  Th is doesn’t just happen 
at the end of the year:  it happens every month — when next month 
comes, the new interest you owed this month will be considered just 
the same as the original amount you borrowed, and they’ll charge 
you interest on the interest too.  Th at is what they call compound in-
terest, and it can sink you quickly.  You’re paying for the privilege of 
borrowing money to pay for the privilege of borrowing money, to pay 
for the privilege of . . . you see the pattern — and it goes back as many 
months (or years) as it’s been since you fi rst swiped your card to buy 
something, and lasts until you’ve fi nally paid every penny you owe, 
including all the interest, and get things back down to zero.

Th is negative example of compound interest is one reason why 
Rule Number One of most personal-fi nance gurus is to pay off  your 
credit-card balance every month.  Indeed, although we each use our 
credit cards to the tune of several hundred dollars a month, we always 
pay the full balance.  Credit-card companies hate people like us, the 
ones who pay their balances monthly:  we get all the advantages of 
credit-card use without paying any interest (and interest is the main 
way the credit-card banks make their money).

So, who would be crazy enough to carry a balance on a credit 
card, you might ask?  Well, according to a report released in 2011 
by TD Bank, twenty-one percent of Canadians made only the min-
imum required payments on their credit cards.  And, according to a 
Prairie Research Associates study from 2009, twenty-four percent of 
graduating Canadian university students reported carrying an aver-
age monthly balance of $3,440.  It’s probably safe to say that most 
of those students would not have felt comfortable walking around 
every month thinking “I owe my friend more than three thousand 
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bucks — and I owed her three thousand last month, and the month 
before, and the month before that.”  But the credit-card banks don’t 
have a personal relationship with you:  they just send you a bit of 
paper every month, and they “kindly” tell you that this month you 
need to pay them not even one twentieth of the full amount you owe 
them — and, even though you owe them so much, they won’t mind at 
all if you borrow some more to pay for that night on the town you so 
desperately “need”.  To put it mildly, this setup is not good news.

Here is a little frame of reference for you, as far as how interest 
rates work in the fi nancial world and how quickly credit cards can 
mess up your life.  Wall Street sharks are generally hailed as genius-
es if they can turn $100 into $112 or $115 over the course of a year and 
maintain that rate of growth for a good while (and that’s before fees 
and taxes chip away at the growth).  Th at’s just 12 to 15 percent we’re 
talking about.  You can beat the sharpest minds on Wall Street by 
simply paying off  your credit card with its 19.99-percent annual in-
terest rate, because that is nearly a 20-percent return and it’s after taxes 
are taken into consideration!

Th is is worth repeating:  DO NOT carry a monthly balance on 
your credit card if you can at all help it!  And, if you carry it one 
month, do everything you can do to get rid of it the next month.

Credit Cards Don’t Kill Bank Accounts — People Do

Th ere.  Now that we’ve covered the personal-fi nance basics, let’s take 
a look at why you should ignore those gurus who think you can’t han-
dle a little piece of plastic in your wallet.

Th e best reason to get a credit card while you’re in school is that 
responsibly using one will help build your credit rating.  Once you 
graduate and set out to buy a car or a house, this little thing called a 
credit score will start to creep in to your life.  A credit rating, as it’s 
also called, is a three-digit number that summarizes your credit report.  
Your credit report is basically your report card on how well you’ve 
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handled credit; it traces your history over several years, including all 
the ups and downs.  If you’ve never paid a monthly bill, never opened 
a line of credit, and never borrowed money from any institution, your 
credit score will actually be worse than those of people who are in a 
little bit of debt but have proved themselves able to make consistent 
payments to get rid of the debt.  Th is might sound strange — that a 
person who owes money has an easier time borrowing more money 
than someone who owes no money at all — but it is true nonethe-
less.  Having a student credit card, using it rarely, and always paying 
off  the monthly balance are a great way to show that you are respon-
sible with credit.

If worse comes to worst, always remember that you ab so lutely 
HAVE to make the minimum required payment on any debt that 
you have.  If you fail to make a minimum payment, you will prob-
ably default on the debt, and your credit score could be badly hurt.  
Rebuilding it will take years; and, while we’re sure your credit score 
means less than the score in the hockey game last night when you’re 
eighteen, trust us — it will matter a whole lot more in a few years.  If 
you ever want to be able to borrow money in your life (and you’re ex-
tremely unlikely ever to be able to own a home without borrowing), 
it’s worth taking into consideration.

When you’re searching for a student credit card that’s right for 
you, it’s probably simplest to take a look at the off ering of whatever 
bank you have a student bank account with.  (If you don’t even have 
a bank account — get one.  Compared to conducting your fi nancial 
life with cash and gift cards, banking saves you a ton of time, a ton of 
eff ort, and even a ton of money.  It’s also much safer, drastically re-
ducing the risk that your money will disappear without your intend-
ing it.)  A decent student credit card will have no annual fee (you 
shouldn’t pay just for having a card, but some banks do charge exactly 
that kind of fee) and an interest rate under twenty percent (get it as 
low as you can fi nd, just in case there is a month when you don’t pay 
your entire balance).  Some student cards today even have small re-
wards programs, which give you a little money back, collect air miles 
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for you, or even reward you with free tickets to movies.  As long as 

the card doesn’t have an annual fee and has a low interest rate, feel 

free to choose whatever rewards program fi ts you best.

What factors should not aff ect your choice of card?  Th e fact that 

it is (or isn’t) decorated with a cool picture or the logo of your fa-

vourite hockey team.  Also, don’t pick a particular card just because 

its marketers had the best giveaway the fi rst week of school:  the free 

team blanket or school T-shirt is the oldest trick in the book.

Take a quick look at the information pamphlet to see whether 

the student card meets our qualifi cations before signing on any dot-

ted line!  In the ideal world, a student credit card will make your life 

easier (online shopping, anyone?), allow you to build a credit rating, 

get you some cool rewards, and never cost you a nickel.

Finally, one last time, repeat after us:   “I . . . will . . . NOT . . . 

carry a balance on my credit card!”

Student Lines of Credit

Since you’re now all experts on that whole pesky credit-card thing 

and can avoid every doomsday scenario, let’s take a look at the other 

main credit option available to students.

If you’re set up with a bank or credit union under a student plan, 

chances are you have received promotional materials for their student 

lines of credit (slocs).  Like credit cards, slocs can be benefi cial if 

used properly — and can really get a student behind the debt 8-ball 

if they’re used just to pursue “the moment” with no thought for the 

future.  A sloc really isn’t that diff erent in most ways from a regular 

line of credit, and is not in any way a student loan.  Unlike a student 

loan, a sloc can be used for anything a student wants:  it’s basically 

a running balance with a limit.  Th e limits for most undergraduate 

student lines of credit are between $5,000 and $10,000.  Both of us 

had slocs when in school, but with limits under $5,000.  Th e interest 
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rate on a sloc usually ranges from prime plus one percent to prime 

plus three percent, and then fl oats up and down with the bank’s prime 

rate.  Take a look at our sections on repaying student loans, starting 

on page 79, for an explanation of interest rates, what “prime” is, and 

why that stuff  is important.  Most institutions allow students to make 

interest-only payments on their slocs until they graduate.

A student line of credit is sort of a midpoint between a student 

loan and carrying a credit-card balance.  Student loans are really a 

much better option, because they do not accumulate interest until 

after you’ve fi nished school; even when you’ve fi nished your studies, 

the student loan is better because the interest on it is tax-deductible, 

whereas the interest on your sloc is not.  While interest-only pay-

ments on slocs might sound attractive at fi rst (they usually keep the 

monthly costs pretty manageable), paying just the interest is not a 

good cycle to get into.  Undergraduates carrying thousands of dollars 

on a sloc, month after month, are probably locked in to bad spend-

ing habits.  But slocs are a much better option than carrying a bal-

ance on a student credit card.  As we just talked about, carrying a bal-

ance on a credit card sucks in so many ways.  Th e diff erence between 

interest-rates on a sloc and on a credit card is huge.  Right now, the 

interest rate is prime plus one percent on some of the student lines 

of credit available at the major banks.  Our current prime lending 

rate is three percent, so, at the moment, the eff ective rate of interest 

is four percent on a sloc from RBC Royal Bank, for example.  We 

don’t think the Bank of Canada will raise interest rates much — but, 

next year, prime could conceivably be 4.5 percent or 5 percent.  Th at’s 

still a much better deal than your student credit card can off er.  We’re 

big fans of using a credit card for their convenience, to track spend-

ing, to get rewards, and to build a credit rating; but carrying a bal-

ance on it should be a last resort.  Using any space left on your sloc 

to pay off  your credit-card balance is probably a good idea — as long 

as you are not addicted to debt and you don’t just go refi ll your credit 

card to the max again!
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SLOCs for Graduate Students and Dentists

It is worth noting that there are much diff erent rules and expecta-
tions for slocs when you are a graduate student, specifi cally if you’re 
going into certain professions, such as medicine and dentistry, that 
have high tuition costs but also have high expected future earnings.  
Most graduate-student limits range from $40,000 to $50,000, with 
yearly limits as well.  Dental students, who have to pay for many of 
their tools up front in addition to high tuition rates, can usually sign 
on the dotted line to access up to $200,000 from a sloc.  Th ose study-
ing to be lawyers, doctors, pharmacists, and optometrists also have 
access to much bigger loans, including all the opportunities for suc-
cess (and fi nancial nightmares) that come with such big loans.  In 
addition to having access to higher-paying jobs (and a correspond-
ing higher probability of paying off  large loans), these future profes-
sionals are very valuable long-term consumers to banks.  Th ink about 
the profi ts that are waiting to be made from someone who earns a 
$200,000 yearly salary.  Such a person’s investment portfolio alone 
probably generates massive profi ts for a bank, and such persons are 
likelier than others to take out large mortgages and conduct other 
big transactions with the bank.  Th e brand loyalty that can be estab-
lished early in a professional’s life is worth hundreds of thousands 
of dollars, which is another reason why banks are willing to lend so 
much to students going into those fi elds.  Th e value of brand loyalty 
also is important to remember if you’re negotiating an interest rate 
and you’re in this enviable career position.

A Good Tool in Your Tool Belt

Th ere is little doubt that many students abuse lines of credit and stu-
dent credit cards, and that access to credit of any kind can and does 
hurt a large portion of Canadian students.  Th at being said, we be-
lieve that almost all students should have both credit options set up, 
for two main reasons.  Th e fi rst is to help with emergencies, when 
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there may be a quick need for a few thousand bucks (such as when 
you’re a commuter and your engine blows).  Th e second reason is that 
student lines of credit and student credit cards are great methods for 
establishing a solid credit rating.  Just remember to remind your less 
responsible friends that a student line of credit is not actually code 
for “Shots, shots, shots . . . EVERYBODY.”

Chapter 12

Summary

Credit cards are not inherently bad.  They are a tool that  

should be used properly but often isn’t.

Carrying a balance on a credit card is the fi rst thing you  

should do if your goal is to become familiar with bankruptcy 

legislation.

Some student credit cards offer cool points and rewards  

programs, but the most important factors should be a low 

interest rate and no fees.

Student lines of credit can be a great alternative to credit  

cards, but they are defi nitely not equivalent to student loans.
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Chapter Thirteen

Ten Ways around the 
Textbook Black Hole

O
ne major hidden expense of going to university is paying for text-
books.  Most people don’t realize that a full course load’s worth 
of brand new textbooks can easily run over a thousand dollars 

for two semesters!  It doesn’t appear that prices will come down soon 
either, because the cost of textbooks is increasing at a rate four times 
that of general infl ation.  Th e good news is that there are lots of ways 
to bring this number down to something more reasonable.

1. Go to the First Class First

Often, professors have to hand in their book lists for the fall se-
mester at the end of the winter semester.  Th is means that they often 
don’t really care what they write down and it’s the last thing on their 
minds as they’re getting fi nal grades out and deciding which trop-
ical destinations to go to for their breaks.  Th e result is that profes-
sors throw down the names of all of the books they might want use 
in the course — but, when you show up the fi rst day, each professor 
probably will say, “Th is is the main textbook for the course, and these 
other ones make great supplemental reading.”  Th is is code for “You 
really need only this one book, but if you want to go from an A to an 
A+ you could probably read these . . . oh, yeah, and this one I ac tu ally 
wrote myself, which is the only reason it’s on the list.”
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2. Comparison-Shop — Convenience Isn’t Everything

We’re closet book nerds, so campus bookstores are feel-good 

places for us.  Th ey have all this great knowledge packaged in shiny 

new vessels.  It makes you feel like a real part of higher learning.  

Th is doesn’t mean, however, that you should blindly buy everything 

on your book list there without shopping around a little fi rst.  With 

so many online options available, taking a few minutes to see what is 

available and for what price could save you big money.  Some people 

really enjoy the convenience of the campus bookstore and simply fi nd 

it easier just to pop in on their way to classes; but, if you want to guar-

antee yourself the most bang for your buck, you need to at least peek 

at what online giants have to off er (see tip number 4 in this list) and 

take a look at other used-book options.

3. Buy from Other Students

Why line the pockets of the huge companies that change editions 

constantly and care only for profi t margins?  Buy from your fellow 

students and save your money!  In our experience, students will usu-

ally give you a fair price for your book and ask for a fair price in re-

turn if the book is in decent shape.  At the University of Manitoba, 

we had a used-book store run by the student union.  We thought it 

was a brilliant business model.  You set your own price on the book 

you wanted to sell (usually after looking at similar copies already on 

the shelves) and then the administration kept track of every thing else.  

Th ere was even an automatic-deposit option, whereby your earnings 

were deposited into your bank account without any ongoing eff ort on 

your part.  In return for the services off ered, the store took as profi t a 

relatively small percentage of the price each book sold for.  At some 

Canadian schools, the campus bookstores themselves run these pro-

grams.  Th is plan works especially well for large fi rst-year classes.
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4. Buy Online

Amazon.ca, Amazon.com, AddAll.com, BigWords.com, BookFinder.com, 
DealOz.com, and numerous other websites (just Google “buy text-
books online”) off er very competitive prices, and many make compari-
son shopping a breeze.  Th e only caution we would give when you’re 
ordering online is to remember to include the cost of shipping — and 
remember that, for many vendors, sending books to Canada requires 
international shipping.  On the other hand, if you do a quick search 
for online coupons or promotional codes, you can often take off  an-
other ten to thirty percent with two minutes’ work.  We usually aren’t 
self-disciplined enough to use coupons, but even we can handle a 
quick Google search if it’ll save us some hard-earned cash.

5. If You Live in Residence, Try Putting Up a Poster

One of the many benefi ts of living in residence and being around 
hundreds of other students is that there is a ready-made market for 
used textbooks.  Th is is especially true because so many residence stu-
dents are in their fi rst year and therefore in many of the same classes.  
Every year, we sold and bought books by simply putting up a few 
posters in high-traffi  c areas, such as the elevator and lounges, with 
our names and room numbers attached.  Th ere were always lots of 
books for fi fty percent off  the cover price, and all you had to do was 
walk down the hall to take advantage of the savings.

6. Buy Older Editions if You Can Get Away with It

No matter whether your textbook was published in 2006 or 2009, 
Julius Cæsar still died on the Ides of March, adding the squares of 
the two sides will still equal the square of the hypotenuse of a right 
triangle, and E still equals mc2.  In many fi elds, not much changes in 
new editions of textbooks, except an introduction and an appendix 
or two.  If you want to pay top dollar for this appendix, that’s up to 
you; but major bucks can be saved by purchasing last year’s edition.  
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Most students simply look at their book lists and don’t stray very far.  
Th is means that there’s little demand for the old edition — and guess 
what that means for your lucky capitalistic self.  Low demand means 
low price.  Low price means more money for important stuff , like 
drink specials.

7. Some Books You Can Completely Download Free

Th ere are cases where entire books can be downloaded at no cost 
whatsoever — especially if you’re an English major.  Copyright laws 
state that many older works are no longer protected, so they are free 
to be downloaded and copied by anyone.  Check out Gutenberg.org 
for more details.  Basically, that anthology of a hundred old poems 
that was going to cost you $100, and which your professor was going 
to assign four pages of, is now free.

8. Often, the Professor Puts a Few Copies of the Book in the 
Library

If you are especially committed to saving your money, you might 
try perusing a textbook at the library whenever you need it.  Usually 
your professor will have a copy or two on reserve.  Th is may be an-
noying, because it forces you to do all your reading at the library and 
the book often is signed out when you get there; but, if it is one of 
those classes where only a few chapters of reading are needed, it sure 
beats paying $100!

9. Sell Th em when You’re Done

If you know any older students, they probably have stacks of old 
textbooks sitting in their basements, collecting dust.  Th e only fringe 
benefi t we’ve seen from these books is that when they are on view 
they can act as a sort of chest-puffi  ng display for academic types. 
Th is is not our style, so we recommend selling the books when you’re 
done with them.  Depending on the demand for your text, the cam-
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pus bookstore may off er to buy the textbook back from you if it is in 
reasonably decent shape.  If you want to put in a little more time and 
eff ort, it’s probably worth your while to see what kind of consign-
ment options are available, or to try out the old-school method of 
just printing out some basic posters and putting them in high-traffi  c 
areas.

10. Instead of Buying Your Books, Rent Th em

Since we fi nished our undergraduate degrees, the new develop-
ment in saving students from the campus bookstore has been text-
book rentals.  Several campuses have private businesses set up to fa-
cilitate this option, and there are many larger players online.  Th ere 
are also a few places that have begun to off er e-books that are avail-
able for rent during the year.  According to what we were able to fi nd 
online, textbook rentals will usually set you back just twenty-fi ve to 
forty percent of what the book would cost you if you bought it new.  
Obviously this opens up many new options for students in the years 
come.  We haven’t yet met anyone who has personal experience with 
this option, but we believe it is a practice that will grow rapidly over 
the next few years.  Renting textbooks appears to be a way to lower 
costs for the average student while still providing value to textbook 
manufacturers.

Textbooks are unsexy (even for self-professed book nerds) yet a 
necessary expense, but they don’t have to cripple your budget.  Th is 
is an area where students’ classic procrastination and laziness often 
get the better of their bank accounts.  Students often purchase text-
books at the beginning of terms, when they have the most money 
in their pockets, not realizing of course that, much of the time, that 
sea sonal surplus of money should be budgeted over the whole school 
year.  It’s simply easier to print your book list, march down to the 
nearest option, and cross them off , than it is to spend an hour or so 
looking online or making some simple posters.  When you con sider 



150 Chapter Thirteen

 More Money for Beer and Textbooks

that the extra hour of eff ort will almost assuredly keep hundreds of 
dollars from fl ying into the black hole of textbook spending, it seems 
like a pretty good deal!

Chapter 13

Summary

Textbooks are a mandatory expense that can be greatly re- 

duced with a few simple tricks.

It takes very little effort each semester to save hundreds of  

dollars on textbooks.

As to the title of this book:  we’d much rather spend money  

on beer than textbooks.
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Chapter Fourteen

But I Thought
It Wouldn’t Happen to Me 
(Insurance for Students)

D
o not skip this chapter!  Seriously, though, insurance is one thing 
in life that isn’t sexy, isn’t going to be something you brag about 
at happy hour, and won’t matter much — until it does.  Insurance 

is integral to your fi nancial life as a young adult.

In our experience, most of us don’t even really understand what 
insurance is about.  Many young Canadians simply walk in to an in-
surance broker’s, or talk to a family friend who “knows about that 
stuff ”, and then sign on the dotted line.

Actually, the basics of insurance are pretty straightforward.

Insurance is about the risk that expensive bad stuff  will happen.  
Most people want to avoid the possibility of having to pay out of 
their own pockets to deal with very expensive problems.  Th ose people 
avoid that possibility by buying insurance policies, which are con-
tracts provided by insurance companies.  (Th e companies are also 
called insurers.)  Sometimes people buy policies through middlemen 
called agents and brokers.  Someone who buys a policy is a policy-
holder.  Th e price that a policyholder pays for a policy is the pre-
mium; usually it’s broken up into instalments paid annually, semi-
annually, quarterly, or monthly.  An insurance policy doesn’t keep bad 
stuff  from happening, but it does protect against the fi nancial expense 
of dealing with bad stuff  once it happens.  Th ese expensive events are 
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called losses, and a policy spells out what kinds of losses are covered 
(protected against).  If you have insurance and you suff er a loss, you 
fi le a claim with your insurance agent or company.  Th e company has 
employees called claims adjusters, who confi rm that the loss occurred 
and then write you a cheque to help you deal with the fi nancial hurt.  
Th e amount of money you could receive for a certain type of loss is 
called the coverage; it’s specifi ed in the policy.  When money is paid 
to you for a loss, it’s called the benefi t.

Th e basic principle behind insurance has two parts: (1) that it’s 
hard to predict losses with certainty — exactly what bad stuff  will hap-
pen, and exactly where, when, and to whom — and (2) that it’s rel a-
tively easy to predict the chance that a loss will occur in a given gen-
eralized situation.  Individuals and families can never be sure when 
they might suff er a loss, and the loss might be so expensive that it 
would ruin them fi nancially.  So they trade the uncertain chance of a 
ruinous blow to their fi nances for a guaranteed periodic expense that’s 
much smaller — the premium that they pay to have insurance.  Because 
very large numbers of people are all paying relatively small amounts 
of money to the insurance company at regular intervals — and be-
cause the insurance company puts some of that money into invest-
ments, where it grows — there is a big pool of funds from which to 
write benefi t cheques to policyholders when they suff er losses.

Insurance companies have access to huge piles of data that their 
mathematicians, called actuaries, use to predict the chance of a loss 
in a given situation.  For example, if you are of a certain age and sex, 
you own a certain type of car, and you’ve had no tickets for breaking 
traffi  c laws in the last several years, actuaries can predict how likely 
you are to cause a car accident or have your car stolen.  If there’s a 
low risk that a given loss will occur, you’ll pay a low premium to get 
insurance against that risk.  On the other hand, if there’s a relatively 
high chance of a loss, your insurance will cost you more.  Your pre-
mium also depends on the possible costs of the losses you might suf-
fer:  if your car would be especially expensive to repair or replace if 
damaged or stolen, for example, insuring it will cost you more than 
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you would pay to insure a cheaper car.

Even if you never suff er a loss, the money you pay for insurance 

is not wasted — because it also buys you peace of mind.  For example, 

you can get stuck with the parking-space right under the huge tree on 

a stormy night without worrying about having to pay out of your own 

pocket to replace your car if the wind sends the tree crashing down.

Still, it’s good to do what you can to reduce risks.  A low-risk 

lifestyle means that you have a lower chance of having to deal with a 

problem in the fi rst place — and, coupled with insurance, that low-risk 

lifestyle means that you won’t have to pay much to get a big fi nancial 

benefi t if something bad happens anyway.

Th e rest of this chapter deals with just four types of insurance 

that are super-smart for students to have: car insurance (including 

a quick discussion of the deductible, which is one other concept 

that can be found in several types of insurance); tenant’s insurance; 

travel insurance; and medical and dental insurance.  As you progress 

through life, you’ll face new possible losses and fi nd an increasing 

need for insurance against them; at the end of the chapter is a brief 

table naming some other common types of insurance and the loss-

es they protect against.

Car Insurance

Car insurance is there to cover your butt if you drive a car, ride in one, 

own one, or are hit by one.  Sometimes, when something bad hap-

pens to you or your vehicle or your other property, someone else’s in-

surance policy is used to pay for the damage.  (Who is this “someone 

else”?  It’s the person who, in the eyes of the law, is responsible for the 

loss that occurred.  Th is is the person who’s at fault.)  At other times, 

if you are at fault, your policy pays for the loss — whether it was your 

own property that was damaged, someone else’s property, or both.

Cars are expensive; and they’re heavy, powerful, and fast.  Th e 
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damage that can be done to a car, and the damage a car can do to 
something else (or someone), can be expensive.  Th at’s why you need 
car insurance.  In fact, the need for car insurance to deal with these 
expensive problems is so great that the government requires every car 
and every driver to be insured.  Th at’s true for rentals too.

If a specifi c other party can be determined to be at fault in a car 
accident that hurt you or your car, that person’s insurance will pay for 
whatever damage or injury you suff er.

Your own car insurance deals with three kinds of losses: those 
for which you are at fault, those for which an unknown other per-
son is at fault, and those for which nobody is at fault.  If your car is 
parked responsibly and a naturally falling tree crushes it, the damage 
is nobody’s fault — but you still need money to deal with it.  If your 
car is stolen, the thief is at fault — but you still need money to rent 
a car while the police do their work, and maybe to buy a new one.  
If you crash your car into something or someone and you’re at fault, 
your insurance will pay the injured party for the loss — whether it’s 
damage to your car, damage to someone else’s property, an injury to 
a person, or some combination of those.  In all these cases, your in-
surance is your saviour.

If you’re a young driver, you’re going to pay a big premium for car 
insurance.  Th at’s just how it is, because more than a century of auto-
mobile use has shown that a disproportionate amount of damage is 
caused by young drivers.  Th e good news is that, if you keep a clean 
driving record, you can look forward to a premium that shrinks as 
you get older.  You can also lower your premium by driving less dis-
tance per year and by owning a car that’s cheaper to repair and re-
place and has lots of good safety features.

You really have to consider the insurance premium as part of the 
cost of owning and using a car; premiums for young people, es pe-
cially, are so high that they can’t be ignored.  To be smart, get a defi n-
ite fi gure for the insurance before you even choose to buy a particular 
vehicle.  If you’re thinking of buying one, contact some insurers and 
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get them each to give you a quote for your exact situation, includ-
ing the year, make, and model you’re considering.  A quote, which 
usually is good for a set number of days from when it’s fi rst given to 
you, is the company’s guarantee of the premium you will pay for the 
policy if all the information you gave for the quote turns out to be 
true when you buy the policy.

To avoid the risk of a super-high premium for a policy owned by 
a young driver, many students make do with the “family car”, which is 
owned and insured by their parents.  Th is also helps on student-loan 
applications, because the application forms ask you to list your car 
as an asset if you own one.  However, some car-insurance compan-
ies are growing increasingly strict about guidelines for student driv-
ers, and they can void an insurance claim if they determine that the 
policy holder (Mom and Dad) did not have “care, custody, and con-
trol of the vehicle the majority of the time”.  While you should be 
fi ne if you live at home, it might be a little more diffi  cult if you’re liv-
ing away from home with a vehicle insured by your parents.  We rec-
ommend discussing the agreement with your parents and their in-
surance broker.

Something else to investigate is whether your car insurance should 
fall under the umbrella of “commuter” or “all-purpose”.  Because car 
insurance diff ers so much from province to province, it is diffi  cult to 
get into specifi cs.  British Columbia, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan 
all have car-insurance industries that are run primarily through 
government-owned entities, whereas the rest of the provinces are 
split among a variety of private insurance companies.

When you are buying insurance, don’t be afraid to ask the broker 
or company why your premium is what it is.  You should be able to 
get them to explain it clearly to you.

Th ere is another factor that will determine how big or small your 
premium is.  We mentioned it briefl y in this chapter’s intro.  It’s 
the deductible.  When you fi le an insurance claim, you also have to 
pay a certain amount of money from your own pocket to deal with 
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the damage; this money is the deductible.  It’s usually a fairly small 

amount, compared to the overall loss.  Here’s how it works:  let’s say 

your car policy includes a $500 deductible, and you get yourself into 

an accident that damages your car to the tune of $2,000; you’ll be re-

sponsible for the fi rst $500 of the repair cost, and your insurance com-

pany will write you a cheque for the remaining $1,500.  Deductibles 

exist to discourage policyholders from making lots of little claims that 

would strain the system and make insurance less appealing overall.  

If, for example, you have a $500 deductible and you have car damage 

that costs $300 to fi x, there’s no reason to go through the claims pro-

cess with your insurance company, because you’re responsible for the 

fi rst $500 of damage anyway.  Th is can be maddening when you have 

a small dint in your bumper, but it is benefi cial in the long run.

How does your deductible aff ect your premium?  If you choose 

to have a high deductible, your premium will be lower.  On the other 

hand, if you choose to have a low deductible, your premium will be 

higher.  It’s a trade-off , a combination of a guessing-game about the 

future and thoughtful planning.  Here are the pros and cons of the 

two options:

A high deductible•  means a lower premium, which is nice to have 

during all that safe driving you’ve been doing without causing an 

accident.  Th e premium is low because the insurer has to pay less 

of your repair cost:  if you do have to repair damage to your car, 

you pay a big chunk out of your own pocket before the insurance 

money covers the rest.  If you choose a high deductible, you’ll be 

smart to make sure you have the full amount of the deductible 

ready in savings at all times, in case of a loss.  If you save on your 

premium by choosing a $1,000 deductible, but you blow the sav-

ings on toys, what will you do when you need $1,200 in repairs to 

get moving after an accident and the insurance covers only the 

last $200?  Th ose with enough self-control to set aside the deduct-

ible and not touch it should do that, let it earn a little interest in 

the bank, and enjoy a lower premium every month.
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A low deductible•  keeps your out-of-pocket expenses low when 
you fi le a claim.  With a $200 deductible and a $1,200 wreck, the 
insurance covers $1,000 of the cost.  But a lower deductible means 
you’ll be paying extra regularly in your premium, even if you don’t 
have an accident, just so you can avoid a high deductible if an acci-
dent fi nally occurs.  If you’d have trouble resisting the temptation 
to spend a large amount set aside in savings for a high deductible, 
choose a lower one until you’ve matured a bit.  Sometimes pay-
ing a higher premium in steady monthly payments is easier than 
resisting the urge to spend a lot of money sitting in the bank.  If 
you need repairs, you’ll be glad the insurance will cover every-
thing but the small deductible.

Contents Insurance and Tenant’s Insurance

Th ink of all the stuff  inside your house or apartment — the contents.  
Furniture, electronics, appliances, books, clothes, movies, music, tools, 
instruments, and a zillion other things.  Th ese things aren’t invin-
cible:  they can be damaged, destroyed, lost, and stolen.  If you own 
the house or apartment containing all those things, home owner’s 
insurance usually covers losses involving your stuff , though in some 
cases you might get separate contents insurance.

If you pay rent to a landlord for the house or apartment you live 
in, or if you live in residence on campus, then the landlord or resi-
dence has its own insurance to protect the building and the appli-
ances that aren’t owned by the tenants — but that does not protect 
your personal possessions inside.  So you should get contents insur-
ance, which in this case is also called tenant’s insurance.

While in post-secondary education, young students are still con-
sidered their parents’ dependants, as far as some tenant’s insurance is 
concerned.  Th is means your contents are usually covered, up to about 
$10,000, under your parents’ policy (check it for the exact amount).  
Like car policies, tenant’s policies have a deductible you must pay be-
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fore the insurance kicks in for a claim.  Contents insurance for stu-

dents can be used for a number of things, but the main concern is 

often their computers.  Some other items that might be listed are 

jewellery, furniture, and a set of golf clubs.  Many insurance compan-

ies give the option of scheduling certain items (making a specifi c, of-

fi cial list of them) to reduce the deductible.  Make sure to check with 

your broker to see whether your parents’ policy covers you at school.  

Some insurance policies even have diff erent coverage rules for stu-

dents living on campus and those living off  campus.  If the policy 

doesn’t cover your situation, or if you just graduated and are renting 

somewhere, don’t try to cut costs by skipping tenant’s insurance!  For $10 

to $15 a month (about 33 to 50 cents a day), you can save yourself a 

huge headache in the case of a fi re, a robbery, or an “act of God”.  No 

matter what people tell you, the landlord’s insurance covers only the 

landlord’s property, not yours!

A common tip for anyone with contents insurance or tenant’s in-

surance:  keep an itemized list of your valuables in a safe place so that 

it’s easier to make an insurance claim in case of a loss.  Serial num-

bers and descriptions make your life a lot easier if misfortune strikes.  

Th ese days, with computers, email, online storage, and digital cam-

eras, it’s free and easy to make and keep pretty thorough documenta-

tion of your valuables.  Take photos of your stuff , email them to your-

self, and keep the email in your email account online; send each such 

email a few diff erent times, in case one sending gets accidentally de-

leted.  Do the same with written descriptions, and with scans of the 

receipts for major purchases.

Finally, do everything you can to get a policy with coverage for 

your possessions’ replacement cost, which is how much money it 

takes to buy a replacement in the event of a loss.  Th is is diff erent 

from an object’s market value, the amount you could get if you tried 

to sell the object used, which is almost always a lot less than its re-

placement cost.  Th e market value of your fi ve-year-old sofa is no-

where near what you’d have to pay for a new replacement in case of 
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a loss.  Yes, even market-value coverage is better than no coverage at 
all, but replacement-cost coverage is a much better value.

Travel Insurance

If you’re a student planning to take trips outside of Canada, contact 
your insurance provider to make sure you have travel insurance.  Th is 
type of insurance covers you for many medical bills you may have in-
curred on your trip to Vegas.  (Bills for such scenarios as trying to re-
move your own teeth to prove you can, and laser removal of face tat-
toos depicting your favourite Heavyweight Champ, are not covered 
under most policies.)  For young adults, this is a small cost — usually 
around $15 to $20 for a three- or four-day trip to most places.  Chances 
are that the travel offi  ce on your local campus will be able to help you.  
Keep in mind that some credit cards automatically provide travel in-
surance if you pay for the trip with the card; however, most student 
cards do not have this premium feature.

Medical and Dental Insurance

Many student unions across Canada now automatically charge all 
students, in their tuition, for insurance plans providing dental and 
medical coverage.  Th e idea behind this is to get the lowest fees pos-
sible for the overall group.  However, many young people are covered 
by their parents’ insurance.  It’s probably worth your time to ask your 
folks about this.  If one of your parents works for the government 
or a fairly large company, there’s a strong possibility that your stu-
dent union is taking an extra couple hundred bucks from you every 
year to give you a duplicate insurance product that you don’t need!  
In Kyle’s case, his mom was a nurse, so he always opted out of the 
automatic student coverage:  he was covered under her substantial 
family plan at Blue Cross.  If your parents’ coverage doesn’t include 
you, though, be thankful for the automatic medical and dental in-
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surance from your school, because it is usually a pretty good deal and 
could save you from shelling out big bucks for an ambulance ride or 
a dental emergency.

All That Other Stuff

After graduation, you’ll have way more to worry about — and then 

you can start thinking about stuff  like life insurance, disability insur-

ance, and homeowner’s insurance . . . but you can cross that bridge 

when you come to it.

Insurance Risk

Disability An injury or illness interferes with your ability to work 
for a living.

Employment You lose your job through no fault of your own.

Flood Similar to homeowner’s insurance, but for fl oods, which 
most home owner’s insurance doesn’t cover.

Health
(medical, dental)

You need medical care to prevent or treat an illness or 
injury.

Homeowner’s
(home, house, 
housing)

A fi re or other peril damages or destroys the home you 
own.  (Usually includes contents insurance and liability 
insurance.)

Liability You lose a costly lawsuit.  This general category over-
laps others, such as car and homeowner’s.

Life You die, and your family has lost the income you were 
providing.

Old-age pension You grow too old to work.

Property Property that you own is damaged, destroyed, lost, or 
stolen.  This general category overlaps others, such as 
car, homeowner’s, and tenant’s.

Tenant’s
(contents, renter’s)

You rent your dwelling from a landlord, and your prop-
erty inside the dwelling is damaged, destroyed, lost, or 
stolen.

Travel Bad stuff happens while you’re traveling far from home.
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Chapter 14

Summary

You never get excited about insurance  — until you need it.

You pay for insurance in two ways: deductibles and  

premiums.

Check your parents’ homeowner’s insurance to see whether  

it covers you.  If it doesn’t, tenant’s insurance should be a 

priority.

If you ignored the chapter on owning a car and now own  

one, become familiar with vehicle insurance.  You want to 

make sure your policy has ample coverage at a competitive 

price.

Before you’re “wheels up”, grab some travel insurance. 

If you are already covered by private medical and dental  

insurance policies (either through your own policy or that of 

a parent), make sure your student union isn’t taking a few 

hundred bucks out of your pocket every year for insurance 

you don’t need.
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Chapter Fifteen

The Importance of Choosing 
an In-Demand Career

L
et’s do a quick little case study.  For argument’s sake, let’s say Stu-
dent A and Student B start at similar spots in life and have sim-
ilar resources to draw upon.

Student A reads • More Money for Beer and Textbooks and 
faithfully implements all of the tips and advice, getting scholar-
ships, sticking to a budget, landing great summer jobs, and gen-
erally doing quite well.  Upon graduation, Student A has no debt 
and maybe even has some meagre savings.

Student B decides that actually consuming beer while using text-• 
books for coasters sounds like a much better use of time than 
reading anything that has to do with stuff  like *shiver* budget-
ing.  Th is student takes out the maximum student loans, manages 
to use up an $8,000 sloc, and parties so hard that school takes 
an extra year.  Finally, Student B even has *gasp* credit-card debt 
when donning the famous cap and gown.

Now what sort of scenario would lead Student A to be quite far 
behind Student B fi ve years after their graduations?  If Student A 
took a wide variety of liberal-arts courses and didn’t establish any 
specifi c career while in school, and Student B became an engineer or 
went into a high-demand trade, such as those in the electrical fi eld 
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or carpentry, then this scenario isn’t as crazy as it at fi rst sounds.  Th e 
importance of getting all the facts before making a decision about 
post-secondary education cannot be overstated.  As educational costs 
continue to rise, making an informed decision about what kind of 
education the market is calling for has become more important than 
ever before.

Several Degrees of Difference

We’re defi nitely going to take some heat for being so open about this, 
but the truth is that not all higher-education options are created equal, 
as far as earning-potential goes.  In fact, they’re not even close.  In 
generations past, getting a university degree of any kind was enough 
to secure advantageous employment for a lifetime.  Make no mistake:  
those days are long gone.  Before all you people with liberal-arts de-
grees (hey, we have them too!) try to email us ex tremely well worded 
and grammatically perfect complaint letters documenting how you 
have “soft skills” and critical-thinking abilities, just allow us to present 
a few facts.

Compensation packages (pay, wages, salaries) are not determined 
merely by who is smartest or who has the most education.  Th e free 
market is based on supply and demand.  Th e more people with certain 
types of arts degrees there are on the market, the less demand there 
is to hire any specifi c one of them.  We’re not here to make philo-
sophical judgements on what educational path is intrinsically better 
or morally superior:  we’re simply stating the economic facts of to-
day’s market.  Th e Canadian Department of Finance has released sta-
tistics showing that, in fi elds such as business, mathematics, and en-
gineering, graduates earn twelve to seventeen percent of the upfront 
cost of their education every year, meaning it takes only about six to 
eight years to earn back all the money you spent on school.  Th e social 
sciences and humanities came in at four to six percent:  it takes about 
twenty years to earn back the money you spent on school.  Th is is just 
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the start of a pool of data that doesn’t look good for us liberal-arts 
students.  (Luckily, we don’t know how to read pools of data, so we 
can continue to make well reasoned and well communicated argu-
ments about how valuable we are.)  

Statistics Canada also recently presented information showing 
that humanities students were the least likely to fi nd work in fi elds 
directly related to their education.  In other words, while many arts 
students are fi nding employment after graduation, they often are 
underemployed or are forced by economic circumstances to get jobs in 
fi elds they hadn’t planned to work in.  According to a recent report in 
Th e Globe and Mail, Quebec research company CIRANO has found 
that “degree and certifi cate holders in specialized fi elds are signifi -
cantly more likely to have employment directly related to their edu-
cation, while 31 per cent of humanities graduates are currently em-
ployed in fi elds not at all related to their education.”  Th at number is 
pretty tough to argue with.  

A study by the Certifi ed General Accountants Association of 
Canada, Youth Unemployment in Canada: Challenging Conventional 
Th inking?, came to the same conclusion — that many people with 
bachelor’s degrees are underemployed, if they are working at all.  Th e 
report states that 24.6 percent of youth with university degrees who 
were employed full-time throughout 2005 were doing jobs that didn’t 
require university education and that the condition was “particularly 
prevalent” among those with bachelor’s degrees.  What’s even scarier 
is that the fi gure doesn’t include those youth who were unemployed, 
absent from the job market for various reasons, and employed only 
part-time.  Th at rate, nearly one in four, probably would be high-
er if it didn’t include people with graduate degrees in addition to 
their bachelor’s degrees, whose higher employment rates lower the 
average.  Finally, the global economic recession of 2008 – 2009 has 
probably caused these trends to accelerate.  Given those realities, we 
fi nd it is reasonable to assume the youth unemployment rate is sub-
stantially higher today — and looks especially ugly for those holding 
bachelor-of-arts degrees.
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Remember Rob Carrick, from way back in Chapter 1?  He’s 

the personal-fi nance columnist from Th e Globe and Mail; he’s also 

the author of How Not to Move Back In with Your Parents: Th e Young 

Person’s Guide to Financial Empowerment.  Mr. Carrick is adamant 

that more students need to understand the economic reality of pur-

suing certain types of post-secondary education before they com-

mit to that education.  He has written often about a public educa-

tion system that fails to teach the truths of the modern job market 

to the next generation.  He also is critical of post-secondary institu-

tions that are not preparing students for that market, and he specif-

ically notes that colleges generally are doing a better job of this than 

their university counterparts.

Th e Globe and Mail writer is not the only canary in the coal 

mine, however.  Lauren Friese is the founder of TalentEgg.ca, a popu-

lar website built to help Canadian students fi nd work both during 

post-secondary study and upon graduation.  Ms. Friese recently pub-

lished in Th e Globe and Mail an article aptly titled “Why Are We 

Training Our Arts Grads to Be Baristas?”  In it, she quotes Adelle 

Farrelly, who studied at the University of Toronto: “ ‘No one told me 

that an English degree was not an acceptable prerequisite for even 

the most basic grunt positions.’ ”  Ms. Farrelly also said, “ ‘When I fi n-

ished my ma I found myself working at a coff ee chain surrounded by 

fellow graduates and recent graduates, all of us looking for that “real 

job” and confused about our fate.  Remember:  Th ose you see behind 

the coff ee counter are likely a plucky crew of medievalists, statisti-

cians, architects and management graduates.’ ”

Ms. Farrelly is far from the only recently graduated student to 

express such sentiment.  Canada’s major newspapers (in fact many 

newspapers across the Western World) are awash in stories of stu-

dents whose frustration at the magnitude of their student-loan debt 

is exceeded only by their despair at their odds of becoming gain fully 

employed.
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The Problem with a Liberal-Arts Degree

Th e overarching problem with a generalized liberal-arts degree to-
day is that many students are becoming educated in topics that in-
terest them, or taking courses that they complete relatively easily, but 
doing it without having any semblance of a plan to translate that know-
ledge and that credential into any sort of career.  Th ere is nothing wrong 
with taking a liberal-arts course load simply for the love of learning 
the subject matter; but students need to realize that they are paying 
money to take courses for that reason, as opposed to getting an edu-
cation that will give them the skills the job market now demands.  
In saying that, we should be clear that not all liberal-arts degrees are 
created equal, and in researching this book we found that many dif-
ferent defi nitions of the liberal arts exist.  Degrees with majors such 
as fi lm, philosophy, theatre, psychology, sociology, and even some of 
those social sciences such as economics and political science (two of 
Kyle’s personal favorites) often do not lead directly to jobs.  Many 
would say they don’t even point you to where the jobs might be!

To the credit of most universities, they are largely consistent (when 
directly asked) about the fact that the liberal-arts education they pro-
vide is not inherently tied to the economy’s supply-and-demand com-
pensation structure (i.e., fi nding a high-paying job).  Instead, most 
Canadian universities state some variation of the fact that their goal 
is to broaden students’ intellectual horizons and allow them to ex-
plore “soft skills”, such as problem-solving and communication strat-
egies.  Such phrases as “critical thinking” and “well rounded” also are 
often peppered into the conversation.

Th e problem of today’s Canadian job market, in which work-
ers’ skill sets do not match those required for the most numerous 
positions, is the result of too many young adults’ believing that any 
liberal-arts degree will directly qualify them for “good jobs”.  While 
liberal-arts faculties offi  cially state that their role in society is not to 
train students for specifi c jobs, they also don’t do much to dispel the 
widespread myth (which became popular in quite a diff erent era) that 
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their product and the credential they can bestow upon you will greatly 
help in your fi nding a “good job” when you’ve graduated.

In the past, parents encouraged their children to attend univer-
sity no matter what.  Th eir attitude was justifi ed by the relatively 
cheap tuition and the fact that people with almost any liberal-arts de-
gree had a ticket they could cash in for the rest of their lives.  Th ese 
days, those tickets pay neither nearly as well nor nearly as consist-
ently as they once did.  Th e aforementioned study by the Certifi ed 
General Accountants Association of Canada has a whole section 
headlined “Th e Labour Market Advantage of Higher Education Is 
Diminishing” — and it doesn’t list any reason why this might change.  
High-schoolers are told that university is the one place to pursue 
higher education and that it will help fulfi ll their hopes and dreams 
if they work hard enough.  Th is is simply no longer true.  When you 
combine this misplaced pressure from parents, and from the pub-
lic education system, with the relative quiet of universities (who are 
searching to maximize enrollment, after all), you get students believ-
ing in a reality that simply no longer exists.

Those Who Can’t Do . . .

One area where the over-saturation of liberal-arts degrees can be 
seen and easily quantifi ed is the fi eld of education — at all levels.  As 
a high-school teacher, Kyle can speak with some authority on the 
fact that the job market in education is tough right now.  To give you 
some idea:  in 2010, the Ontario College of Teachers (oct) reported 
that two thirds of its graduates were unemployed or underemployed 
in their fi rst year after graduation, and that number had been rising 
at least four years.  Many of oct’s graduates entered the school only 
when they realized that the liberal-arts degrees they had spent sev-
eral years earning were not enough to get them the well paying jobs 
they wanted.  Teaching is one of the few areas where they can directly 
apply their prior education.  In addition to that dynamic, there’s also 
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the fact that many students who don’t quite have the grades to get 
into professional faculties, such as law, see teaching as their logical 
“fallback” option.  Instead of consciously looking at the employment 
statistics being generated and limiting their class sizes accordingly, 
faculties of education across Canada are placing on students the onus 
to incorporate the situation’s supply-and-demand reality into their 
plans.  Th e result is a large (and growing) body of desperate young 
teachers who specialize in liberal-arts areas that are not in demand 
and who don’t have job prospects in proportion to either the size of 
their student loans or the huge time commitment they made to get 
their liberal-arts degrees.

Th e statistics for the student who chooses to sacrifi ce several years 
of earning-potential in order to get a Ph.D. are not much better.  
Having several dozen applicants for every one liberal-arts-based uni-
versity teaching gig that pops open is the new norm.  In many instan-
ces, working hard and “blindly” attaining higher academic credentials 
is just not enough to get ahead anymore.  You also must consider the 
basic math behind a supply-and-demand market.

Soft Skills and a Soft Job Market

To further complicate the issue, the “soft skills” on which many liber-
al-arts faculties have commonly hung their hat are no longer gained 
exclusively in the university classroom, no matter what your professor 
or university administrator says.  Technology is off ering stiff  competi-
tion to classrooms that are routinely packed past their fi lling-points at 
major universities.  Online universities are steadily increasing in num-
ber and, beyond that, the Internet in general is limiting any informa-
tional advantage that the ivory towers once enjoyed semi-exclusively 
(especially in the liberal arts).  Such websites as KhanAcademy.org and 
those run by major academic icons, including Harvard University and 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, are free resources that all 
kinds of people can use to challenge themselves and become smarter.  
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Given that credentials in many of the humanities and social sciences 

are steadily being devalued in terms of job prospects, and given that 

the cost of these educational options is rising, the cost – benefi t ratio 

of a university liberal-arts degree is looking worse and worse.

We’re not really “math people”; we don’t consider an education in 

math and science to be intrinsically superior to a liberal-arts educa-

tion; and we defi nitely don’t have a private agenda.  Kyle even teaches 

humanities to students every day, and is proud of his Bachelor of 

Arts degree.  A university degree in a liberal-arts fi eld is still a great 

achievement in an educational sense; and a person is still better off  

having a liberal-arts degree that not having one, all things being equal.  

But not all other things are equal, for a liberal arts-degree requires 

considerable amounts of time and money to get; and we would be do-

ing a disservice to the readers of our book if we did not shine a light 

on the fact that not all post-secondary educations are created equal, 

as far as the job market is concerned.

If you want to pursue knowledge for the sake of becoming smarter, 

if you want to develop the “soft skills” mentioned above, and if you 

want to have a great time and focus on self-development, then you 

should pursue a liberal-arts education with all the passion you can 

muster.  If you want a path to a well paying career that is in demand 

at the moment, however, there are arguably much more sensible paths 

to take than the winding obstacle course that your liberal-arts de-

gree provides.

With the fi nancial costs of post-secondary education rising 

higher and higher, students face increasing pressure to make proper 

long-term decisions at an age when long-term planning consists of 

taking frozen food out in the morning so it can thaw in time for din-

ner.  We honestly believe that, with a solid book list, a book club, a 

couple of decent literary-discussion forums, and supplemental lec-

tures found on the Internet (often from ultra-high-quality speakers), 

many of the goals of a liberal-arts education can be achieved for a tiny 

fraction of the cost that universities charge you for a liberal-arts de-
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gree.  Th e unfortunate economic truth that confronts us is that be-
coming a major in the fi eld of post-modern dance-inspired jazz ther-
apy while minoring in neo-political gender-neutralizing navel-gazing 
simply is not a good career choice.  If you have the fi nancial resour-
ces to take these courses as a luxury and for all the legitimate rea-
sons listed above — then go for it.  If you ever want to take part in our 
money-dominated society, however, you probably should look at an 
education that actually will lead to a job you can live on.

Why Not Skilled Labour for Little Johnny and Jane?

After reading a history major’s sermon on why not to pay for a his-
tory degree, most of you are probably shaking your heads.  Here 
is some more food for thought:  an Ipsos Reid survey in 2004 re-
ported that sixty-seven percent of youth aged thirteen to twenty-four, 
and fi fty-fi ve percent of adults, stated that university was their 
fi rst choice for education; the more alarming statistic is that only 
twenty-six percent of respondents said that they would consider a 
career in the skilled trades.  Yet, in October 2010, Statistics Canada 
reported that employees in the trades earned an average hourly wage 
of $22.36 — which is six percent higher than the average Canadian’s 
hourly wage.  Today’s attitude also ignores the fact that the Canadian 
Federation of Independent Business has reported shortage of skilled 
labour as a big concern facing independent businesses.  Finally, in a 
Manpower global survey in 2012, skilled labour topped the list of the 
world’s high-demand jobs, the fourth time in fi ve consecutive years.  
If not only the demand but also the compensation are there, why don’t 
young Canadians know about it?

Chances are that you were told by most of the educational au-
thorities in your life that going to university was the fi rst step that 
all fi nancially successful and respectable people took these days.  In 
the aforementioned Ipsos Reid survey, seventy-two percent of youth 
polled said that their school guidance counsellors did not encourage 
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careers in the trades.  We can say with absolute certainty that trades 
and skilled-labour careers do not get a fair shake in our education 
system.  Part of the bias comes simply from the traditional stereo-
type that skilled labour is “dirty”, relatively low-paying, and defi nite-
ly less prestigious than white-collar work.  Most of the bias, however, 
is sort of structurally built in to the very dna of our education sys-
tem:  except perhaps the “shops” or industrial-arts specialists in some 
cases, every teacher and administrator in our schools went through 
the university system.  More and more of them swam the liberal-arts 
streams to get there (go ahead and walk in to an elementary school 
and see how many teachers there have any math background at all).  
When you look at it logically, how could there not be an overall defi -
cit of enthusiasm and knowledge surrounding skilled labour in our 
academic system?

Th ese stereotypes and biases are no longer relevant in today’s job 
market.  While the average trades worker might earn six percent above 
the Canadian average, we think there is a very strong argument to be 
made that certain areas of skilled labour are earning workers much 
more than that (especially for workers willing to relocate).  To give 
even a subtle impression that a trades-based post-secondary educa-
tion is “dirty” or somehow less dignifi ed than certain paths of univer-
sity education is ridiculous.  Many types of knowledge are required to 
make society function, and right now the basic supply-and-demand 
math is telling us that there is a surplus of one area of skills and a 
defi cit of another.

A recent article by Kathryn Blaze Carlson in the National Post 
quoted a professor at San Diego State University, in California: “ ‘A 
lot of (young graduates) feel like they were sold a bill of goods — that 
they were told if they go to university and get a degree, that they’ll 
get a job.  Young people feel like nobody ever told them how hard it 
was going to be, and I think they have a point.’ ”  If you go through 
school and amass loads of debt without having a plan for how to get 
a job you can live on from that credential you’re working so hard for, 
life will be very frustrating indeed.
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Here’s a fi nal sales point on skilled-labour careers.  (And, yes, the 
irony of liberal-arts graduates’ putting their education to use in writ-
ing about how great skilled-labour jobs are is not lost on us.)  Th e 
big worry in the North American job market today is that your job 
could be outsourced — that you will be fi red because someone in an-
other country has been hired to take over your job and do the work 
there.  While many sectors of our economy are taking a beating at the 
hands of cheap labour around the world, it is extremely diffi  cult to 
outsource skilled-labour jobs (with the exception of those in manu-
facturing).  Th e skilled-labour shortage is fairly consistent across most 
of the world, so there isn’t nearly as much competition in this fi eld 
as there is in others.

Finally — and this is true especially if you’re willing to work in 
rural Canada — this overall trend seems unlikely to stop anytime soon.  
While there is a substantial number of young teachers chomping at 
the heels of the outgoing baby-boomers, that is not the case in the 
trades.  As the generational behemoth in front of us begins to enter 
its golden years, whoever is there to pick up their wrench, hammer, 
and blueprints is going to be well situated.  If those of you making 
the wise choice to get into the skilled trades can add a bit of a busi-
ness background to your résumés as you go, you’ll be laughing at us 
white-collar folk all the way to the bank.

Facts and Incentives

We’re not saying that a math- or trades-based education is better 
overall than one in the liberal arts.  Th at is an impossible question 
to answer, and the “truth” will be diff erent for everyone.  We just 
want students to be fully aware of the reality in today’s marketplace 
and to be able to make their own educated decisions about what 
post-secondary studies they want to pursue.

Th e latest statistics tell us that going to school is a great thing in 
any economy and that people with liberal-arts degrees are still gen-
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erally better off  than people with no post-secondary degree at all.  If 
the only way you’ll be happy is to work in a liberal-arts fi eld, then 
the economics are irrelevant:  you should do what leaves you satis-
fi ed at the end of the day.

At the same time, we need to do a better job of preparing and in-
forming our young people for the modern economy.  Ms. Friese re-
cently wrote, in the National Post, “Students need to step up and real-
ize that a career is not just going to happen to them.  Th ey need to 
plan.”  Pushing more and more people towards the “university at all 
costs” mindset is not the answer.  If you choose an educational path 
that is in low demand as far as the job market is concerned, it is not 
a career death sentence:  it simply means that you have to work ex-
tra hard to make yourself a standout candidate within your fi eld, and 
you must have a Plan B (and C, D, etc.) to market yourself, and you 
have to be fl exible.

On the bright side for many of you gentlemen out there:  as 
women make up a larger and larger percentage of the university stu-
dent body, a liberal-arts degree has literally never looked more at-
tractive!  By the same token, we’d be willing to bet the social dynam-
ics would be pretty favourable to young ladies with an interest in the 
trades as well.  ☺.̆
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Chapter 15

Summary

Not all post-secondary education is created equal in the  

eyes of the free market.

Students need more accurate information about future job  

prospects and the state of the labour force in order to make 

optimal decisions.  Schools and parents both need to make 

this a priority.

Many scholars and post-secondary institutions believe that  

the goal of a liberal-arts education is simply to give people 

a well rounded education after high school.  Many students 

believe that the goal of a liberal-arts education should be to 

provide them with the skills and credentials to succeed in the 

job market.  There is a fundamental contradiction there.

Basic humanities degrees are not as valuable on average as  

they used to be.

Math and science aren’t getting any easier, and conse- 

quently they don’t seem to be going out of demand either.

Trades-based credentials are substantially more valuable on  

average than they used to be.
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Into the “Real World”

D
on’t you love how teachers and other adults are always lectur-
ing you about how afraid you should be of the “real world”?  Th e 
truth is that this scary image of insurmountable obstacles and 

danger lying in wait around every corner is a little overblown — as 
long as you plan for it.  If you refuse to learn and adapt as you go 
through post-secondary education and enter the working world, then 
you might be setting yourself up for some pretty hard knocks.  On 
the other hand, if you take a little time to plan beyond the party next 
weekend, the “real world” can be a pretty attractive place, which you’ll 
probably fi nd fairly rewarding.

Th is book was never meant to be the be-all and end-all of your 
personal-fi nance education.  Basically, we’re just trying to help the 
young adults we work with every day, and those like them, to under-
stand a few key things that will allow them to enter the workforce 
with the wind at their backs and without a massive ball-and-chain of 
debt at their ankles.  If people believe that what we’re writing about 
is worth reading, there defi nitely could be another book in the works.  
After all, as long as our education system determines that personal fi -
nance is a fringe topic at best, there will be a large demand for other 
sources of “real world” information.

In the mean time, if you’re looking to take the next step in your 
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fi nancial journey, we recommend these resources:

Th e Wealthy Barber: Everyone’s Commonsense Guide to Becoming • 
Financially Independent, by David Chilton

Th e Wealthy Barber Returns: Dramatically Older and Marginally • 
Wiser, David Chilton Off ers His Unique Perspectives on the World 
of Money, by D-Chill

Th e Millionaire Teacher: Th e Nine Rules of Wealth You Should Have • 
Learned in School, by Andrew Hallam

A few good books and fascinating articles in the • Bibliography, 
starting on page 209

Our Canadian blogging friends, whom you can fi nd through • 
Justin’s sites — MyUniversityMoney.com and YoungandTh rifty.ca

We know that sounded like the part of a textbook labelled “For 
Further Study”, which everyone fl ips right by; but, if you want to 
really give yourself a fi nancial head start in life, those are excellent 
places to begin.

If you’re a young adult who just graduated or is beginning to see 
that light at the end of the tunnel, we defi nitely recommend bring-
ing yourself up to speed on such topics as fi nancial planning, in-
vesting, major purchases, career-building, handling debt, and even 
retirement.  Yes, we know that you just graduated and that retire-
ment is a laughable concept at the moment; but the younger you 
start thinking about this stuff , the more time and arithmetic you’ll 
have on your side.  Of course we should give Justin’s websites one last 
plug here, because we touch on these topics (in the least boring way 
possible) every week:  if you take a quick look through the archives 
at YoungandTh rifty.ca/archive and MyUniversityMoney.com/post-list 
you’ll fi nd a bevy of great articles that you can search through quickly 
in order to fi nd what you’re looking for.

A last note of advice to people entering the infamous “real world”:  
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don’t succumb to the barrage of consumerism that will be aimed at 

you in the next few years.  Companies love to target graduates who 

are getting their fi rst taste of a steady paycheque and believe they 

should treat themselves after all their frugal years of study.  Don’t fall 

into the debt trap the day you leave post-secondary education.  Yes, 

you are “worth it” — but that doesn’t mean you have to buy the latest 

everything simply because some Mad Men types from Manhattan 

think up a cool way to sell it to you.

Thanks for Stopping By

Roughly two hundred pages later, we hope you got something out 

of this.  (If nothing else, the beer quotes alone were worth the price 

of admission, right?)  Let us know what you think of More Money 

for Beer and Textbooks:  at MyUniversityMoney.com/contact-us 
you can drop us a line.

If you have any questions or think we might be able to help you 

in any way, let us know.  We wouldn’t be working in the careers we’re 

in, or spending our leisure hours writing a book to help young people, 

if we didn’t sincerely care about them.  Chances are that if you have 

a question there are probably dozens, if not thousands, of other stu-

dents across Canada who have been wrestling with the same quan-

dary.  Th at goes double if you think it’s a stupid question.

Financial concerns have always had a huge eff ect on students’ 

lives, and these issues are becoming more and more important every 

day.  Don’t believe you have to attack this mountain on your own, 

and don’t let fi nancial stuff  force you into places you don’t want to be 

in and probably don’t have to be in.  Cheers for not being like most 

people and for not sticking your head in the sand in the hope that it 

will somehow all work out by magic.  Give yourself a pat on the back 

for fl ipping through a personal-fi nance book (even if our beer refer-

ence on the cover was a dirty trick!).
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Finally, in the words of a true Canadian classic,

“More beers,
more cheers,

that’s it,
that’s all.”
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Appendix A

Top Ten Résumé Tips

T
HE fi rst thing that you have to realize is that there is no 

one-size-fi ts-all tip for résumé writing.  Your résumé should 

adapt to the job you’re applying for.  For example, most online 

résumé-building sites suggest putting your education at the top of 

your résumé, but for Kyle, a teacher, that was basically a waste of 

time:  it was safe to assume that everyone applying for the job was 

a registered teacher and consequently had a Bachelor of Education 

degree so, unless he had a master’s degree, there was no use list-

ing formal education anywhere near the top.  The guidelines below 

are general concepts that you should consider and adapt to your 

specifi c job application.

1. The vast majority of your applications will be looked at for 

less than thirty seconds.

When administrators are screening the initial pile of applicants 

for a job, they defi nitely will not have the patience to read thoroughly 

a hundred full-length résumés.  Instead, they will skim the fi rst half to 

three quarters of a page in order to pick just a few applicants to put 

on a short list for further consideration.  Your initial résumé goal is 

to get onto that short list and then into the interview.  Keep that “big 

picture” in focus as you put your résumé together.  Ask yourself what 

makes you unique and what you want to highlight about yourself that 

will make you stand out from the other applicants.  That’s the stuff 
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that should go right under your name and contact information.

2. Don’t make your résumé any longer than one 
double-sided page.

This goes along with the time crunch mentioned in Tip 1.  We’ve 
heard many stories of CEO types who simply throw out stapled 
résumés as a way to save time.  Unless you’re applying for an 
upper-management position, chances are that a multi-page ré sumé 
will simply convey that you are not concise, not effi cient in promot-
ing yourself — which leads to the idea that you’re ineffi cient in other 
areas too.  View some online samples for tricks to get it all in.  Don’t 
worry about making it too short:  prospective employers should have 
all your contact info (at the top of your résumé and on your cover 
letter) in case they want to know more about you.  To us, presenting 
a one-page résumé to someone also just seems more professional 
and “crisper”, but that’s just our opinion.

3. Squishing information in is not worth it.

When someone is only going to skim your résumé, it’s best not 
to pack the fi rst part with line after line of text.  Ask yourself whether 
it’s visually appealing by looking at it.  If you believe you must get a 
lot of pertinent information across, do it on the back.  Usually, this 
part will be read only if you have been short-listed anyway (when you 
already have their attention).  Make sure you have appealing spa-
cing between sections, and good margins; experiment with varying 
amounts of white space and see what looks best.

4. Fresh eyes.

Get someone else to read your résumé and give you some feed-
back; rinse and repeat.  The more opinions you get on your résumé, 
the more patterns you can pick out.  Don’t try to incorporate every-
one’s opinions, because you’ll drive yourself crazy with all the con-
tradictory advice.  Instead, ask about specifi c things and try to pick 
out patterns in those responses.  In many cases, you won’t know 
in advance which person will be reviewing your application or what 
his or her biases will be, but you can plan for the law of averages 
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by eliminating aspects of your résumé that many different types of 
people pick out as negative and by emphasizing the aspects that 
have gotten positive reactions from many people.  Other people can 
also help you proofread.  This is extremely important, because mis-
takes in English usage are almost universal causes to throw out 
otherwise brilliant résumés.

5. Look at your résumé upside-down.

Perhaps the coolest and most unusual tip either of us was ever 
told was to fl ip the résumé upside-down.  Once you’ve looked at 
your résumé long enough, you tend to grow attached, or at least ac-
customed, to whatever format you’ve invested so much time in; this 
makes it very hard to look at it objectively.  Flipping it upside-down 
makes it much easier to pick out problems with organization and 
spacing:  you can focus better on general aesthetics when you’re 
not re-reading your individual words for the millionth time.  It also 
will tell you what parts of the résumé your eye is naturally drawn 
to.  Obviously you want to make sure that the eye is drawn to things 
you want to highlight.  When we get a fi rst impression of an object, 
there is a lot of subconscious activity that goes into forming the in-
itial thoughts.  Looking at a résumé upside-down gives you a great 
test run of how appealing your design is.

6. Draft a unique cover letter for each position.

Most people generate generic cover letters to use repeatedly 
when they’re applying for jobs.  That is exactly the opposite of what 
you should do.  Your goal is not to look the same as everyone else; 
it’s not to give the impression that you want the job exactly as much 
as everyone else does.  Your goal is to stand out, to separate your-
self from the pack.  Some key phrases can be reused in your cover 
letters, but also try to add something personal in each one, even if it’s 
something like “I am familiar with the business of _____ because of 
_____, and I look forward to learning more about it.”  Always list your 
contact information in the letterhead and at the end of your cover let-
ter.  List all the good phone numbers to reach you at and your email 
address.  There is nothing more frustrating for an administrator with 
101 things to do than not being able to contact an applicant.  If you 
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want the job, commit to being easy to reach.

7. Put a face to the paper, or at least a personal touch.

If the place you’re applying to is within an hour or so of your 

usual haunts, it cannot be overestimated how much a personal ap-

pearance can mean to a potential employer.  Anytime somebody 

can “put a face to a name” when reading your résumé, you increase 

the chances that you will get on the short list.  (This doesn’t mean 

sending a picture with your résumé, which is neither common nor 

advisable.)  Showing up in person allows you to make a positive im-

pression on the secretary or receptionist, who may ultimately de-

termine whether your résumé ever gets seen or not.  By appearing 

humble, confi dent, polite, and ambitious (just showing up in person 

communicates that), you can greatly increase your chances of a 

positive impression.  If you can’t make it in person (many of the jobs 

we applied for were well over 100 kilometres away), at least call to 

make sure your email, fax, or letter was received.  When phoning, 

make sure to put your best foot forward and politely seek confi rma-

tion that your résumé went through.  Being courteous and apprecia-

tive to secretaries is a tip for life — period — and it defi nitely counts 

when a job is on the line.

8. Work your connections.

In many lines of work, job openings are never posted publicly.  

Some sources state that more than half of all jobs are landed through 

personal connections.  Your contacts from all walks of life can help 

you not only in learning about the job opening, but also in getting 

your résumé into the short-list pile.  A simple walk by and mention of 

you as a worthy candidate, or a casual name-drop in daily conversa-

tion, will automatically make the person in charge take a closer look 

at your qualifi cations (which ultimately is what you want).  Don’t for-

get to thank the people who spread the word about you.  We found 

a Thank You accompanied by a personalized adult beverage was 

usually well received.
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9. Use high-quality paper and make sure to proofread, 

Proofread, PROOFREAD!

Using high-quality paper and envelopes is an easy way to give 
your résumé and cover letter a slight edge in natural fi rst impres-
sions.  Good résumé paper is a little thicker and more substantial, 
won’t wrinkle, and has a nice slightly off-white colour, as opposed to 
the bright bleached colour of regular printer paper.  It may not make 
a difference ninety percent of the time, but it is an easy way to ap-
pear professional and to help your chances the other ten percent.  
Also, always make sure you have plenty of résumés on hand.  At 
mere cents a copy, it’s a worthy investment just to print a hundred or 
so.  You never want to be caught short:  it looks ridiculous.  Always 
take multiple copies to interviews, so that if you’re being interviewed 
by a panel each person can have a copy.  Again, looking prepared 
and professional is key.  Always have one of your résumés with you 
when you’re job-hunting, because you never know when the oppor-
tunity may strike.  A handshake and handing over a résumé can be 
all it takes.  One point bears repeating:  using all these tips carries 
almost no weight if you have proofreading mistakes in your résumé.  
We refuse to give this point its own place in this list because to us 
it’s common sense.  Don’t be the person who misses out on jobs be-
cause of a misplaced apostrophe!

10. Learn to promote yourself.

Most people use the cliché “You have to learn how to sell your-
self.”  Maybe we have dirty minds, but this phrase inevitably makes 
us think briefl y of “the world’s oldest profession”, so we prefer to use 
the term “promote”.  Regardless of terminology, it is important to real-
ize that there is a fi ne line between being humble and not fully repre-
senting all you have to offer.  Research the best language to use in a 
résumé.  Try to avoid sayings that are too common, such as “Works 
well independently”.  Instead, try something more specifi c, such as 
“My past employers recognized a strong skill set that allowed me to 
work independently in a variety of settings and situations.”  Paying 
a relatively small fee for a résumé professional’s help may not be a 
bad idea if you are not confi dent in your vocabulary and description 
skills.  If you do not promote yourself to sound as well matched to the 
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position as possible, chances are that somebody else will.  Guess 
who will end up getting the interview.

Writing a résumé can seem like a monumental exercise.  
Somehow, you have to boil down everything you have ever done 
(that you’re willing to make public, anyway) into one double-sided 
page.  That’s an intimidating task for anyone.  Our advice is to start 
well ahead of time.  In fact, start right now!  When people are rushed, 
they make stupid mistakes and do not have time to go through the 
proper drafting and refi nement cycles that ultimately yield the best 
product.  When Kyle started writing his résumé, he hadn’t looked at 
it in years, so it wasn’t updated at all.  No matter where you are in 
life, try to take a few minutes every now and again to update your 
résumé so you don’t forget to include pertinent new information.  
To give you an idea of the timeline:  Kyle started working on his ré-
sumé in December for the job applications he would be looking at in 
April through August.  From December through February, he prob-
ably spent fi fty or more hours collecting information for his résumé, 
reorganizing it, and gathering opinions on it.  We can’t say that we 
know for sure that all that work made a difference, but we do know 
that Kyle got several interviews and eventually was offered a full-time 
position in a hyper-competitive job market.  For us, that is at least 
some proof that the time is worth it and makes a difference.



187

Appendix B

The Dirty Dozen
Interview Tips

1. Interviewers hire not necessarily the most qualifi ed 

candidate, but the one who thinks the most like them.

A friend gave us this tip and it defi nitely changed our perspective 
on the interview process.  Our goal used to be to impress interview-
ers with our qualifi cations so much that they would have no choice 
but to hire us.  With so much competition these days, it’s important 
to realize that there will be other well qualifi ed people also applying 
for your potential job, and chances are that the position will go to the 
candidate who makes the best personal connection to those con-
ducting the interview.  Your goal should be to appear to think like the 
people interviewing you, because that is ultimately the kind of per-
son they want to work with and the one they’ll determine to be “the 
best fi t for the job”.  A great example of this is the interview that land-
ed Kyle his current job.  During the interview, one of the interviewers 
agreed with one of Kyle’s answers and summed it up with a quote 
from a college basketball coach.  Kyle mentioned that he knew the 
source of the quote, and quite suddenly his interviewer engaged him 
in a brief tangent about college basketball.  That tangent almost cer-
tainly stuck in his mind, and subconsciously his opinion of Kyle as 
someone he would like to work with probably rose sub stan tially.  Of 
course, making up nonexistent similarities probably will backfi re in 
the long run:  even if your interviewers don’t immediately see through 
your ploy, you nonetheless will have a hard time enjoying a job where 
your bosses don’t think like you or where you’re con stantly trying to 
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seem to be someone other than your real self.  But the fact is most 
people have far more things in common than differences, and all it 
takes is keeping an ear out for that common ground to start building 
a bridge of noticed similarities between you and your interviewers.

2. The casual time at the beginning of an interview is 

extremely important.

Everyone will tell you that fi rst impressions are important, but 
the fi rst fi ve minutes of an interview go beyond that.  In fact, if you’re 
really good, fi rst impressions can begin before you even meet your 
interviewers.  In most cases there will be someone to greet you, such 
as a secretary or receptionist.  By being polite with these people and 
striking up casual conversation, not only can you leave a great im-
pression on them, but also you may learn something about the job 
or company that you might be able to work in to the interview.  The 
more familiar you seem from the very beginning with all the charac-
ters involved and what they spend eight hours of their day working 
on, the better your chances.

Once you’re in the interview, there is usually a casual introduc-
tory period, in which everyone gets situated and acquainted.  Try to 
take stock of the little things during this brief stretch of time.  You want 
to act like a poker shark, picking up on subtle details.  For example, 
maybe you realize that they have been interviewing all day — so you 
could preface one of your answers with “I realize you all have had a 
long day, so I will keep this brief.”  Another example is picking up on 
a hobby or a hometown that you can work in to an answer later.  We 
often advise people to look for a sports or music analogy if they can 
tell that’s what their interviewer is into.

3. Do some preliminary research.

Researching ahead of an interview used to be time-consuming 
and tedious.  You had to visit a business casually, search old news 
clippings, or rely on a broad network of personal connections, to get 
information about the company and persons who were in your inter-
view.  These days, you just have to use that handy search engine!  A 
quick search of where you’re applying, and who probably will be in 
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the room with you, can’t hurt.  When Kyle was applying with school 
divisions, he would look up their motto, what schools were in the div-
ision (other than the one he was applying to), check out what they 
liked to highlight on their website, and maybe even skim the min-
utes of the last school-board meeting to see what issues were rel-
evant at the time.  Then he would run a quick Google search on the 
superintendent of the division and on the principal of the school he 
was applying at.  Often he found snippets or quotes of their views 
on education and related topics.  You can also fi nd out whether they 
are part of a golf club or were awarded a medal for music.  This can 
really help in your quest to fi nd common ground.  To be blunt, this 
will tell you want they want to hear.

4. Answer honestly and use specifi c examples, tied to the 
present situation — not vague clichés.

One of the easiest ways to separate a serious candidate from 
a wannabe is to see who uses canned, cliché, vague answers that 
reveal little actual concrete information about the candidate.  Those 
who cite specifi c instances and prove they can think critically about a 
situation they’re in stand in stark contrast.  We’ve unfortunately seen 
many people prepare for an interview by memorizing answers from 
websites and subsequently say something like “My biggest weak-
ness is that I am a workaholic — I give too much to my job.”  A cliché 
answer like that might make the rest of the interview moot.  Instead, 
look up some of the common questions asked in general and in your 
specifi c fi eld, and think of relevant experience you can call upon from 
previous jobs or volunteer positions.  This will help you reply with 
much more confi dence and substance behind your answers.

5. The time for your questions at the end of the interview can 
be what separates you from the pack.

If you’re being interviewed in a competitive fi eld (and these days 
who isn’t?), chances are that at least a couple of the other candi-
dates have done their homework and know what they are doing.  This 
means that it’s the little things in an interview that can make the dif-
ference.  Often it becomes the less formal aspects of the interview, 
such as the standard “Any questions?” at the end, that make the dif-
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ference.  This is your chance to show that you took the initiative and 
learned something about the business or organization where you’re 
being interviewed.  Asking about a mentorship program and other 
supports that would be available in your fi rst year shows that you 
are serious about succeeding in the long term at the position and 
are not merely attracted by a paycheque.  A standard question Kyle 
used in interviewing for teacher positions was “I am fairly familiar 
with some of the schools in this division (insert anecdote here), but 
what would you say are the real strengths of (insert school-division 
name here)?  What sets them apart?”  Inevitably the answer would 
be some generic jargon answer that had no real relevance to any-
one, but he could see from the looks on their faces that the question 
had scored points.  It showed that Kyle had a real interest in the big-
ger work picture and was not just desperate to get hired.

6. As Kyle’s high-school basketball coach always said, “If it 
begins at 3 o’clock, you’re late as of 2:51.”

This is common sense to us.  If either of us were an administra-
tor who had worked his way up the food chain, had 101 things to do, 
and had multiple interviews to get through in a day, we would rarely 
if ever hire someone who showed up late to the interview.  Our ath-
letic coaches never took “No” for an answer, and it was a positive life 
lesson.  What we often do for job interviews is give ourselves one 
hour’s slack time from ideal driving-conditions.  This way, if we en-
counter any bad weather, heavy traffi c, or detours, we should still 
be fi ne.  If you get there early, just use the time to review once more 
your ré sumé, portfolio, and any other relevant information, so that 
you are “in the zone”.  We recommend walking in fi fteen minutes 
early, so that you’re not a nuisance by being too early but you also 
show the level of respect that the process deserves.  It also gives 
a good amount of time to make small talk with the secretary or re-
ceptionist and leave a positive impression, yet not be a hindrance 
to his or her work.

7. Dress appropriately.

Duh.  We hesitated even to include this tip, because, if you have 
taken the time to read this far, you’re probably not the type of per-
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son to go to an interview wearing board shorts and a T-shirt.  It’s 
not just about the impression you make on others:  feeling under-
dressed can quickly sap your self-confi dence.  Look up what “appro-
priate interview attire” is for your fi eld and prospective position.  As a 
couple of guys who admittedly have about as much fashion sense as 
your average “he needs a makeover” reality-show contestant, we get 
people who are more style-conscious to give us feedback.  Finally, 
use some common sense and don’t wear overpowering scents, such 
as strong perfume or cologne, or wear “loud” jewellery that will draw 
attention away from your brilliant answers!

8. Your body language should communicate confi dence and 
sincerity.

While studies differ slightly on just what percentage of human 
interaction is unspoken, there is defi nitely consensus that it is way 
more than most would believe.  Take advantage of this knowledge 
during your interview.  Posture is one of our weaknesses; both of us 
tend to slouch forward (likely due to our larger than average height).  
This can give us a negative or aggressive impression — so we remind 
ourselves to sit up straight, which shows confi dence and competence 
without appearing too aggressive.  If you’re being panel-interviewed, 
don’t cross your hands in front of you, which many people say com-
municates that you want to hide something.  Instead, leave your 
hands on the chair’s armrests and situate yourself with a very open 
orientation to everyone at the table.  Another option, one that might 
work best when you’re dealing with only one or two interviewers, is 
to lean slightly forward to show engagement, though not on the edge 
of your seat or slumping.  Basically, just consider how certain body 
language makes you feel if you were on the other side of the inter-
view table.  When questioned by someone, initially make eye contact; 
but also make sure to do so with the other interviewers, who may be 
paying close attention to you — because you never know who might 
have the most say in who gets hired.

9. Use the professional vocabulary associated with the job.

Before an interview, when you’re mentally preparing (because 
you got there forty minutes early), it might be helpful to review some 
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of the professional jargon of your fi eld.  This is especially true if it’s 
your fi rst time through the hiring-process.  Confi dent use of appropri-
ate vocabulary gives the impression that you are capable and know-
ledgeable about the job.  It gives your presentation a truly profes-
sional feeling if you can “talk the talk”.  Of course, this doesn’t mean 
you should try to force buzzwords awkwardly into the conversation.  
Just answer as you normally would; if you know the information well 
and have prepared properly, you should see opportunities to show 
off that knowledge a little.

10. Bring extra copies of your résumé.

As we stated in APPENDIX A, you should bring extra copies every-
where you go when job-hunting — especially to interviews.  Start by 
investing in a nice briefcase:  it makes a very important profes sional 
fi rst impression and is relatively inexpensive — and setting it on the 
table and asking whether anyone else needs a copy of your ré sumé 
before you begin is a great way to show assertively that you are 
prepared for the interview.  Besides a briefcase, which is relatively 
large, another option for presenting your résumé is an ultra-sturdy 
and professional-looking folder, like those in which diplomas often 
are presented.  Projecting professionalism is the key objective no 
matter what option you choose.  Make sure you know your résumé 
thoroughly and can mention it in your answers.  Any confusion or 
mix-ups can quickly give the impression that you were not fully hon-
est about your qualifi cations on the résumé.

11. If you bring a portfolio, make sure you know what you 
want to do with it.

In Manitoba, the academics of the teaching world are extremely 
high on the idea of using professional portfolios as showcases dur-
ing interviews.  Unfortunately, those academics have little connec-
tion to the administrators, who are uninterested in paging through 
an intimidating binder full of the same stuff they’ve just seen from 
the previous candidate.  If you are going to bring a portfolio to a job 
interview, you ought to know how to use it and how to locate an item 
quickly while looking at it upside-down so that the person across the 
table can see it right-side-up.  Start the interview by simply stating 
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that you have a portfolio and that it will be coming around if anyone 
wants to look at it.  If you want to use a document from the portfolio, 
put it where people can fi nd it; that way, if they are interested, they 
can look at it when it comes to them.

There are many theories about portfolios, but we truly believe 
they are overrated.  In most cases, those administrators have seen 
so many portfolios that they probably all blur together.  The best port-
folio tip Kyle got was to include pictures from all aspects of his life 
that he could connect to teaching.  The idea behind this is to raise 
the chance of making the personal connection.  If an interviewer is 
fl ipping through your portfolio and sees a relevant picture, that might 
actually stand out from the blur.  In one of Kyle’s interviews, he had 
a picture of a basketball camp he had coached at.  The camp hap-
pened to be in the home town of one of the interviewers, and he was 
a big fan of it — cha-ching!

12. Follow up with a Thank You within twenty-four hours.

We’ve saved the most underrated interview tip on this list for last.  
If you want to stand out as the one person who really wants the job 
and isn’t just treating the interview as another in a long line, then 
make sure you give a quick courtesy call or email after the interview.  
Just keep it short and sweet, thanking everyone for the opportunity 
and perhaps dropping a casual reference to something discussed 
in the interview (such as “Good luck with provincials this weekend” 
if the interviewer was a coach).  Getting everyone’s business card 
before you’ve left the interview will make it easy for you to reach 
every person who may appreciate your thanks; and, immediately 
after the interview, you can jot on the back of each card a note of 
something memorable about that person, which you can then men-
tion in your email or phone call.  Remember, people hire the candi-
date who thinks the most like them!  Focusing on that personal con-
nection will set you apart.
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Glossary

D
efi ned here for your quick reference are several of the terms used 
in this book that may be newer to you.  Words that are printed 
in small capitals within the defi nitions also have their own 

entries.

actuary. In insurance, a mathematician who uses statistics to cal-
culate the risk of a given loss in given circumstances.

appreciation. Growth in monetary value.  Real estate often appre-
ciates at a rate much higher than that of general inflation:  if you 
buy land or a house in a growing market in one year, you may be 
able to sell it not many years later for much more than you bought it 
for, even though the prices of other goods and services in the econ-
omy have not risen as fast.  Th e opposite of appreciation is depreci-
ation.

benefi ciary. In insurance, the person who receives the benefit.  In 
scholarships, bursaries, and grants, the person who is awarded the 
money, which is given by the benefactor or sponsor.

benefi t. Th e amount of money that an insurance company gives 
to a policyholder when a claim has been fi led and verifi ed.  Th e 
policyholder uses the benefi t to cope with whatever loss resulted 
in the claim.

Canada Education Savings Grant (CESG). Th e federal govern-



196 Glossary

 More Money for Beer and Textbooks

ment’s contribution towards a student’s Registered Education 
Savings Plan.

Canada Pension Plan (CPP). Th e part of Canada’s “social safety 
net” that provides continuing income for retirees.  All working 
Canadians pay into this pool of money.

Canada Revenue Agency (CRA). Th e agency within the federal 
government that handles the collection of taxes.

Canada Student Grant (CSG). Money that the federal govern-
ment gives to a student to help pay for higher education.

Canada Student Loan (CSL). Money that the federal government 
lends to a student to help pay for higher education.

claim. An application to an insurance company, usually from a 
policyholder, to get the benefit specifi ed in an insurance policy 
when a loss has occurred.  Th e claims process involves reporting 
the loss, verifying (“adjusting”) the loss, and writing the benefit 
cheque.

claims adjuster. An insurance-company employee whose job is to 
verify the validity of a claim and write the benefit cheque.

compound interest. Th e interest that is calculated when both the 
original amount of money borrowed (the principal) and the inter-
est that has already accrued are added together, forming a new prin-
cipal, on which new interest is charged.  If you borrow money at an 
interest rate of 24 percent per year, compounded monthly, then the 
24 percent is divided by the twelve months in a year (resulting in 
2 percent per month), and the amount of money that you haven’t 
paid back is charged 2-percent interest in a given month; the sum 
of those two amounts (the amount you haven’t paid back, and the 
interest charged in that month) is the new principal, on which the 
next month’s 2-percent interest is charged.  If you borrow $100 for a 
year and the 24-percent annual interest is compounded monthly, the 
amount of money you owe after twelve months is not just $124, but 
$126.82:  it’s higher because, in each new month, interest is charged 
not only on the original $100 but also on the interest assessed in all 
the previous months.  If you pay back the $100 in just six months, you 



 Glossary 197

 Kyle Prevost • Justin Bouchard

will pay just $112.62 — paying your debts quickly is the way to avoid 
losing so much money to compound interest.  Th is “snowballing” ef-
fect works against you when you borrow money — and it works for 
you when you make an investment.  Th e non-compounding type 
is simple interest.

coverage. Th e type or amount (depending on context) of protection 
that an insurance policy provides.  Your car-insurance policy may 
include liability coverage to the tune of several tens of thousands of 
dollars; in that case, liability is the type of coverage (it protects you 
if you are sued in connection with driving) and the several tens of 
thousands of dollars are the amount of liability coverage.

credit check. Th e process of learning about someone’s credit worthiness 
(trustworthiness), usually in the context of borrowing money or tak-
ing another fi nancial risk (such as renting an apartment to some-
one).  When you try to get a loan or transact other fi nancial busi-
ness in which the other party is taking a risk, that party may check 
your credit — sometimes by asking other individuals, such as former 
employers, about you, and often by getting your written permission 
to get a copy of your credit report from a credit-reporting 
agency.  For your protection, there are important laws about what 
may and may not be done in a credit check; look them up.

credit limit. Th e maximum amount of money that a borrower is al-
lowed to owe to a lender at any given moment without violating the 
terms of the loan.

credit line. See line of credit.

credit rating. See credit score.

credit report. A detailed summary, covering several years, of a per-
son’s handling of debt, including the names of lenders, how much 
credit they off ered, how much money the person borrowed, whether 
the money was paid back as agreed, and other details.  A credit report 
is compiled by a credit-reporting agency.  An ex tremely brief 
“average” of the information in your credit report is your credit 
score.  Th ere are important laws about what other people may and 
may not do with your credit report, how to get your own look at it 
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and correct false information on it, etc.; look them up.

credit-reporting agency. An organization that makes, keeps, and 
shares credit reports.  Also called a credit agency, credit bureau, 
and credit-reporting bureau.

credit score. A three-digit number calculated from the information 
in a person’s credit report.  A higher number means that the per-
son is a lower-risk borrower, who therefore will be off ered the op-
portunity to borrow a larger amount of money at a lower interest 
rate than someone with a lower score.

creditor. A lender who has not yet been paid back fully.  See also 
debtor.

debtor. A borrower who has not yet fully paid back a loan.  See also 
creditor.

deductible. Th e amount of money that a policyholder must pay 
out of his or her own pocket, toward the cost of a loss, when fi ling 
an insurance claim.  If a loss costs $2,000 and the policy specifi es 
a $500 deductible, the policyholder is responsible for the fi rst $500 
of the loss and the insurer gives the remaining $1,500 as the bene-
fit.  If the amount of the loss is less than the deductible, there may 
be no point in fi ling a claim.

default. To fail to repay a loan as agreed.  If you agree to make 
monthly payments toward a debt you owe, and you miss one or more 
monthly payments, or you stop paying altogether, then you are de-
faulting and are said to be in default.

depreciation. Reduction in monetary value.  Cars depreciate rap-
idly:  if you buy a new car for $20,000, its resale value will be less 
than $20,000 as soon as you drive it off  the lot, and the value will 
continue to decline (unless the car becomes a collectible antique).  
Th e opposite of depreciation is appreciation.

education tax credit. A tax credit that many Canadian students 
can take when fi ling their annual income-tax returns.  See also 
page 104.

employment insurance (EI). Th e part of Canada’s “social safety net” 
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that provides regular income to persons who lose their jobs through 
no fault of their own, until they get back on their feet.  (If you vol-
untarily quit your job, or are fi red for misconduct, you may not get 
EI.)  Th e program also helps pregnant women; parents in certain 
circumstances; people who are sick, injured, and in quarantine; and 
those caring for gravely ill relatives.  EI is administered by the fed-
eral government, and the benefi ts come from a pool of money that 
all working Canadians pay into.

equity. Th e value of a mortgaged property minus the debts associ-
ated with it.  If your house could be sold for $200,000 and you owe 
$150,000 toward the mortgage loan that you used to buy it, you have 
$50,000 in equity in the house.  See also mortgage loan.

fi xed interest rate. An interest rate, on a loan, that will stay the 
same until all the money is paid back.  A fi xed interest rate may be 
based on what the prime interest rate was when the loan terms 
were set in stone, but the loan’s interest rate will not rise and fall 
with the continuing fl uctuation of the prime rate.  If you take out a 
loan with a fi ve-percent fi xed interest rate, you will always pay in-
terest at fi ve percent, no matter what the prime rate does.

Goods-and-Services Tax (GST). A tax that the federal govern-
ment charges on almost all goods and services sold in Canada.  It is 
now fi ve percent.  If the price sticker says “$1.00”, then you will pay 
$1.05 to buy the item and the extra 5¢ will go to the government.

grade-point average (GPA). Th e average of all your marks on all 
your assignments in a given course, or the average of all your marks 
in all the courses you’ve completed, depending on context.  Th e lat-
ter form of GPA often is used to determine entry into faculties and 
to determine whether a student should be placed on academic pro-
bation.  Your GPA also aff ects your chances of getting a scholar-
ship:  benefactors are more interested in giving money to those who 
do well in school.

gross. Th e amount or quantity of something before things are sub-
tracted from it.  If you work eight hours at a gross rate of $10 an 
hour, your gross earnings for those hours are $80 — but you prob-
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ably will not receive the full $80, because each payroll deduction 
will reduce your net pay.

income tax. A tax whose amount is based on the amount of money 
that a person receives.  If your gross income in a year is $100,000 
and your income tax is twenty-six percent, you owe $26,000 in tax 
for that year.  In the real world, income tax is more complicated, be-
cause not all income is taxed, and not all tax rates are the same per-
centage.  Income tax is a form of payroll tax.

income-tax return. Th e form, usually fi led annually with the gov-
ernment, that a person uses to fi gure out how much income tax he 
or she has paid, has overpaid, or still owes, to the government.  Filing 
your return each year is important not only because it’s legally re-
quired but also because, especially when you’re young, it may mean 
that the government gives you back money that you’ve already paid 
in taxes.  More and more people nowadays simplify the process of 
fi lling out their returns by using free tax software and then fi ling 
the return through netfile.

infl ation. Th e increase in the number of dollars and cents that it 
costs to buy a given product or service.  A loaf of bread made in a 
certain way, from certain ingredients, and of a certain weight, may 
have cost 30¢ in the past — and now exactly the same kind of loaf 
may cost $2.00, meaning the price, expressed as dollars and cents, 
has been infl ated.  Infl ation is usually expressed as a percentage 
over a given period:  if an item cost $1.00 last year and it sells for 
$1.03 this year, we say that it underwent three-percent annual in-
fl ation.  Economists track the prices of a large range of commonly 
purchased goods and services and then average this gradual increase 
in prices into a fi gure that we have called general infl ation in this 
book.  Tuition for higher education in Canada is rising faster than 
the price of most other goods and services:  the rate of what we call 
tuition infl ation is greater than that of general infl ation.  Sometimes, 
prices, expressed as dollars and cents, shrink as time goes by; this is 
called defl ation.

insurance. See pages 151 – 153 for a quick description of insurance and 
how it works.  Pages 153 – 160 discuss car, tenant’s, medical and dental, 
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and travel insurance.  Th e table on page 160 lists some other common 
types of insurance and the circumstances that they help with.

insurance agent. Th e middleman responsible for selling an insur-
ance company’s policy to a policyholder, and sometimes for 
ongoing communication between the insurer and the policy holder.  
Some agents, working with several companies, can help the cus-
tomer fi nd the company that will be the best fi t for his or her needs.  
Agents are also called brokers.

insurance broker. See insurance agent.

insurance company. A company that creates, administers, and pro-
vides insurance.  Insurance companies are also called insurance pro-
viders and insurers.

insurance provider. See insurance company.

insured. A person whose circumstances or possessions are insured.  
In many cases, the insured is the same as the policyholder:  in 
home owner’s insurance, for example, the policyholder (the person 
who owns the policy, pays the premium, and gets the benefit in 
the event of a loss for which a claim has been fi led) can also be 
called the insured.  In other cases, the terms insured and policy holder 
designate diff erent persons:  in life insurance, for example, the policy-
holder (who owns the policy and pays the premium) can be someone 
other than the insured (the person whose life is insured — the person 
on whose death a benefit will be paid to a beneficiary).

insurer. See insurance company.

interest. Th e amount of money that is charged for the use of some-
one else’s money.  If you borrow $100 and there is interest attached 
to the loan, you are agreeing to pay the lender not only the original 
$100 (the principal) but also some other money (interest) to com-
pensate the lender for the fact that he or she couldn’t use his or her 
money while it was in your hands.  Interest usually is determined by 
multiplying the principal by a given percentage, called the interest 
rate:  for example, if you borrow $100 at a fi ve-percent interest rate, 
you will pay $5 in interest.  A common type, compound interest, 
quickly “snowballs” the amount of money that you must pay for the 
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privilege of borrowing money and not paying it back quickly.  On the 
other hand, if you invest in something as simple as a savings account, 
you’re essentially lending the bank your money — and the bank will 
pay you a small amount of interest for the privilege of borrowing 
your money, which it can lend to other account-holders (who will 
be charged a higher interest rate).  Th e longer you keep your money 
in the bank, the more it grows.  (Th e rare, non-compounding type 
of interest is simple interest.)

interest rate. A set portion or multiple by which a principal is 
multiplied to determine the amount of interest; it’s often ex-
pressed as a percentage.  If you lend someone $100 at fi ve-percent 
simple interest, he or she must pay you $5 (that’s fi ve percent of 
the $100 principal) in addition to repaying the $100.  In terms of 
constancy and fl exibility, the two kinds of interest rate are the fixed 
interest rate and the variable interest rate.

investment. A piece of property, or a human eff ort, into which 
someone puts money in the hope that he or she will get back, from 
that property or eff ort, more money than he or she originally in-
vested.  You might invest in a house (property) or in your own edu-
cation (an eff ort).  Investments come with the risk that the money 
will not be regained.  As an investment, a car might be a successful 
investment or an unsuccessful one:  at face value, a car is a bad in-
vestment, because it depreciates and does it so rapidly; but, if a car 
enables you to do profi table things that you could not have done as 
profi tably without the car, and if the value of those things outweighs 
the cost of the car, then the car may be a wise investment.  Th e term 
investment also describes the money that is invested.

line of credit. A bank account that allows someone to borrow money 
(and pay interest on the loan) as he or she needs it, up to a certain 
amount (the credit limit).  A student line of credit usually 
has fairy low interest rate.

loss. In insurance, the expensive loss of something valuable, whether 
it is property, money, a job, health, a body part, or a life.  Property 
losses occur when property is damaged, destroyed, or stolen — and 
even when it is just plain lost (permanently misplaced).



 Glossary 203

 Kyle Prevost • Justin Bouchard

market value. Th e money that something would be likely to fetch 
if it were off ered for sale to a fair cross-section of society.  Th e mar-
ket value of many used objects is less than what they sold for when 
they were new.  Your three-year-old laptop computer may have cost 
$700 when it was new, but now you might get only $150 if you tried 
to sell it used.  If you have property insurance that covers your small 
possessions where you live (a renter’s-insurance policy, or contents 
coverage in a homeowner’s-insurance policy), market-value cover-
age will pay you only a small benefi t, not enough to replace your 
damaged, destroyed, lost, or stolen possessions:  $150, for example, 
won’t go very far toward replacing a computer that would cost a lot 
more to buy new.  In insurance, replacement-cost coverage is a 
much better deal.

mortgage loan. Money that someone borrows to buy real estate.  
Land and buildings are so expensive that the average person would 
have to save money for decades in order to buy a place to live in 
without borrowing.  Saving the money would take even longer if a 
big chunk of each month’s paycheque had to be spent paying rent 
to a landlord for a dwelling — money that never provides the tenant 
any ownership of the dwelling (see equity), just permission to stay 
there for another thirty days or so.  Th at is why people are willing 
to borrow huge amounts of money (often well over $100,000) now 
and to spend many years paying it back — because it means they’re 
building equity, ownership, in a place they can live in indefi nitely, 
rather than paying someone else to let them stay somewhere for a 
month at a time.  Banks are willing to lend such large sums of money 
partly because real estate often undergoes appreciation and be-
cause borrowers are heavily invested in their homes and therefore 
likely to pay back the loans.

moving tax credit. A tax credit that Canadian students can take 
when fi ling their income-tax returns if they moved at least 40 kilo-
metres (by the shortest usual public route) to attend post-secondary 
education full time.  See also page 106.

mutual fund. A type of investment in which someone buys pieces 
(or units) of a large pool of money that is then handled by an invest-
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ment manager, who invests the pooled money in a variety of proper-
ties and human eff orts.  Th e types of investments made by managers 
often carry risks that the invested money will not be regained; but 
it is unlikely that the entire variety of investments made through a 
mutual fund will fail — so a mutual fund is a way for someone with 
relatively little money to get the benefi ts of investing in a wider (and 
therefore safer) range of properties and eff orts without having a lot 
of money.  Th at said, mutual funds on the whole cannot do better 
than average, and they cost investors a lot of money in fees paid to 
the managers.  Exchange-traded funds (ETFs) have the same bene-
fi ts of mutual funds, but with much lower costs.

net. Th e amount or quantity of something after things are sub-
tracted from it.  If you work eight hours at a gross rate of $10 an 
hour, your gross earnings for those hours are $80 — but, if a payroll 
deduction is made to your gross earnings, your net earnings will 
be less than $80.

NETFILE. Th e program that allows Canadians to submit their 
income-tax returns to the Canada Revenue Agency through the 
Internet, as opposed to the traditional method of “snail mail”.

non-refundable tax credit. A tax credit that can reduce to zero 
the amount of income tax you owe but which cannot take that 
number into the negative.  If you’ve paid $700 in income tax in a 
year and you’re now doing your yearly income-tax return, and you 
fi nd that you’re eligible for a $1,000 non-refundable tax credit, you 
will get back the $700 you paid in income tax, but you will not also 
get another $300.  Th e reasoning “$700 minus $1,000 equals negative 
$300, so give me back all the $700 I paid in taxes and then give me 
$300 more” doesn’t apply for a non-refundable tax credit.

payroll deduction. Money that is subtracted from your gross job 
earnings before the paycheque for your net earnings is written.  It 
is common to have payroll tax deducted immediately from gross 
earnings.  Many people also have a portion of their gross pay set 
aside in RRSPs before the cheque is written for the net amount; this 
kind of payroll deduction comes out even before payroll taxes are as-
sessed, meaning that less money is taken in tax from gross pay.
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payroll tax. Tax that a person must pay and which is fi gured as a 
percentage of his or her gross job earnings.  Some common payroll 
taxes are income tax and payments toward the Canada Pension 
Plan and employment insurance.  Usually, an estimated amount 
of payroll tax that will be due is subtracted from your gross pay be-
fore a paycheque is even written, resulting in smaller net pay; this 
payroll deduction is made automatically so that you won’t spend all 
your gross pay and have no money left with which to pay this year’s 
payroll taxes when it’s time to pay them early next year.  In some cir-
cumstances, you can request that the money not be deducted auto-
matically from your gross pay (see page 108); you’ll then have to 
make sure that you have set aside the amount you’ll owe in taxes so 
that you can pay them on time next year.

peril. In insurance, the cause of a loss or potential loss.  Fire and 
theft are common perils in property insurance.

policy. Th e contract, between an insurance company and a policy-
holder, that describes the insurance arrangement, including the 
beneficiary, the benefit, the coverage, the deductible, the pre-
mium, the term, etc.

policyholder. A person who buys a policy from an insurance 
company.  He or she owns the policy and pays the premium.

premium. Th e price that a policyholder pays for an insurance 
policy.  Th e premium is a set amount of money per term; often 
it can be broken up into installments paid annually, semiannually, 
quarterly, or monthly.

principal. Th e original amount of money borrowed or invested, be-
fore interest accrues.

prime interest rate. (1) Th e interest rate set periodically by the 
Bank of Canada, often called the overnight rate.  (2) Th e interest 
rate that a bank off ers on loans to its lowest-risk borrowers; this 
rate usually is tied closely to the prime interest rate set by the Bank 
of Canada.  Both types of prime interest rate are also called prime, 
prime lending rate, and prime rate.  Th e interest rates on many kinds 
of loans, including car loans, lines of credit, mortgages, and student 
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loans, are based on the prime rate.

property tax credit. A tax credit that Canadians can take when 
fi ling their income tax returns if they rent or own their primary 
residences.  See also pages 107 – 108.

Registered Education Savings Plan (RESP). An investment ac-
count created to support post-secondary education.  Th ere are special 
tax advantages to this kind of investment.  Th e government also of-
fers several other perks, including the Canada Education Savings 
Grant (CESG), as incentives for parents to help plan and pay for 
their children’s education.

Registered Retirement Savings Plan (RRSP). An investment 
account created to encourage saving for retirement.  Th ere are spe-
cial tax advantages to this type of investment.  Growth within an 
RRSP is not taxed; only money that is withdrawn from the account 
(usually when the account-holder retires) is taxed.

replacement cost. In insurance, the amount of money necessary 
to buy a suitable replacement for an item that has been damaged, 
destroyed, lost, or stolen.  Property-insurance policies typically off er 
either one of two kinds of coverage: replacement cost and mar-
ket value.  Replacement-cost coverage is a much better deal than 
coverage for the mere market value of an item.

simple interest. Th e form of interest that is not compound in-
terest.  When simple interest is the name of the game (which is 
rare), the amount of money that the borrower must pay to the lender 
is the principal plus the interest; but, contrary to how things go 
with compound interest, the interest owed is not periodically added 
to the principal to produce a new, larger principal on which further 
interest is then calculated.

student line of credit (SLOC). A line of credit designed for 
students, usually with a fairy low interest rate.  Th ere are special 
SLOCs with very high credit limits for students who are study-
ing to go into certain high-paying professions that require very ex-
pensive training and equipment, such as dentistry.

subletting. Th e scenario in which a tenant who has a rental contract 
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with the landlord of an apartment or house temporarily vacates the 
property while the contract is still in force and then rents the space 
to a third party for a designated period and price while the original 
tenant is legally still renting from the landlord.  Th e original tenant’s 
contract with the real landlord often includes terms that describe the 
conditions under which subletting is allowed or forbidden.

T. Th e main document needed to complete the average Canadian’s 
income-tax return.  It explains how much money a worker earned 
during the previous year and how much payroll tax the em ployer 
deducted from the worker’s gross pay before the cheque for the 
net pay was written.

TA. Similar to a T, but specifi c to the income derived from an-
nuities, pensions, retirement accounts, and certain other sources 
(such as scholarships, bursaries, and grants).  It describes the in-
come’s source and how much income tax (if any) was deducted at 
the source.

T. A form from the Canada Revenue Agency that a tax payer 
can use to request a reduction in the amount of tax that is auto-
matically deducted at the source of your income.  For example, you 
can use a T to make your job paycheque be closer to the full 
amount of your gross pay.  Th is does not reduce the amount of tax 
that you actually owe; it just reduces the amount that’s taken auto-
matically from your income before it even lands in your hands.  See 
also page 108.

TA. Th e tax form of the Canada Revenue Agency used for 
textbook, education, and tuition tax credits when an income-tax 
return is fi led.  Most post-secondary institutions now allow you to 
print the TA from your online student account.

tax. Money that individuals, companies, and other groups pay to the 
government so that the government has money with which to do its 
job.  Th ere are federal and provincial taxes.  Some taxes, such as the 
Goods-and-Services tax, are charged immediately and are simple 
to calculate.  Others, including income tax, require more complex 
fi guring, and some are paid long after the occurrence of the trans-
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actions that necessitated them.

tax credit. A reduction in the amount of tax owed by someone who 
meets certain requirements, such as going to school full time.  In 
Canada, tax credits are granted at the lowest income-tax rate, and 
the lowest federal income-tax rate is fi fteen percent.  Th is means 
that, whatever the amount of the tax credit is, it is multiplied by 0.15 
to determine the amount of tax money you’ll save.

tax-deductible expense. An expense that reduces the amount of your 
income that is subject to income tax.  Th e government decides what 
expenses are deductible and to what extent.  If you earn $50,000 dur-
ing the year, and you spent $2,000 of that on tax-deductible expenses, 
you will owe income tax on just the $48,000 that you didn’t spend 
on tax-deductible expenses.

TD. A form that a taxpayer fi lls out and give to his or her employer 
(or another person or group that provides him or her with income) 
to help determine the tax credits that the taxpayer is entitled to 
and the tax that should be taken automatically from the gross in-
come.  Th is can be used with a T.  See also page 108.

term. Th e duration of a contract, such as a rental agreement for an 
apartment or an insurance policy.

textbook tax credit. A tax credit that Canadian students can take 
when fi ling their income-tax returns.  See also page 104.

tuition tax credit. A tax credit that Canadian students can take 
when fi ling their income-tax returns.  See also pages 104 – 105.

underwriter. Th e employee at an insurance company who deter-
mines whether a certain policy can be sold to a certain customer.

variable interest rate. An interest rate that rises and falls over 
time, depending on the fl uctuations of an underlying fi gure, such 
as the prime interest rate.  When you hear an interest rate de-
scribed as “prime plus two percent” or something similar (see pages 
81 – 82), it means that the loan has a variable interest rate that will 
go up and down with the prime rate.
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