Too Young for University
By Rod Fraser

It was only after knowing Don for a number of
months, I discovered he was a student at Queen’s
University, back in the mid-1950s. He made a
success of his studies and never looked back.
After graduating with a degree in chemistry, he
was hired by General Motors, where he worked until
his retirement many years later. It was just what he

-2wanted: a job with regular hours, good pay and
ample opportunities for promotion.
Don had a number of hobbies, including playing
the guitar and singing, as well as a talent for drawing
and painting. Later, with family responsibilities, and
a desire to pursue these hobbies, he managed to
balance his personal / work life rather well. While
doing what he could to succeed at work, he didn’t
overdo it. He had no desire to be a corporate man,
always striving to reach the next rung of the ladder.
On the particular morning, Don told me about his
years at Queen’s, it morphed into a discussion about
the proper age for a young man or woman to enter
university. If they were too young, I argued, then
they might not have

the

life

experience,

or

seriousness of purpose, to benefit from their studies.

Now Don is a very disputatious individual. If you
make an interesting observation, you had better be
prepared for an hour or two of spirited discussion.
This morning was no exception.
I advanced my argument by telling Don of my
own experience. At the completion of high school,
when I was seventeen years of age (almost
eighteen), I was able to get a job with The Royal
Bank of Canada, where I worked for three years.
During that time, I enjoyed my work and felt I

-3was doing well at the bank. I was transferred three
times, each one being a modest promotion. I worked
at branches in Hamilton, Toronto, and Belleville, for
about a year at each location.
I had never travelled much as a boy, so I was
pleased to live in these communities, to learn what
they were all about. Banking is a particularly good
job, if you are curious about people and how they
live and work.
I mentioned all this to Don to make a point. If I
had entered university immediately after high
school, it would have been a mistake. I hadn’t the
maturity, nor the desire to pursue a higher level of
education. I am quite certain I would have dropped
out, forfeited a sizable sum in tuition, and been
discouraged with the whole experience.
But after three years of working, building my
confidence and seeing the advantages of those who
held a degree, I changed my mind and entered
university at the tender age of 21. By then, I was a
serious student and did well with my studies. As I
told Don that morning, “For me, deferring my
university education was a wise move.”
Don disagreed. He entered Queen’s University,
when he finished high school. There was no ‘Gap
Year’, three years working with a chartered bank, or
strapping a pack on his back and touring the world.
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fall, he enrolled in a three-year degree program. Don
told me it was perfect for him, a nice change of pace
and an easy segue into higher education. He didn’t
have any problem, and a good number of students
in those years followed this same path ─ entering
university directly after high school.

Well, Don had me there. Most students do enter
college or university immediately after high school,
and many do just fine.
But I felt there was another aspect to this issue.
Most students attending university have middle- to
high-income families, who offer advice and financial
support to their children.
For those of us who lack this, we need a couple
of years of life experience to see how the world
works. We also need some savings ─ money to carry
us over any rough patches. You can be sure they’ll
pop up, even in the best ordered of lives.
How does one compensate for this lack of
parental advice, life experience and money? Most of
us find work, and attempt to gain it by the ‘sweat of
our brow’.
Don conceded my point and noted his personal
history wasn’t quite as supportive of his argument
as he initially suggested. Grade thirteen was a part

-5of the Ontario curriculum in those years, so Don was
almost 20 when he started university. He was just a
year younger than I was, when he first entered
Queen’s.

With that concession in hand, we discussed Ontario’s
current educational system. With grade thirteen
eliminated during the 1990s, young men and women
now enter university as early as age seventeen.
Some do quite well.
Others, sensing they still have some growing up
to do, choose a ‘Gap Year’, where they do something
different for a time, until they feel ready for new
challenges. Who can fault them? Different people
need to experience life according to their own needs
and desires.
In Canada (and the United States), some young
people enter the armed forces after high school, and
find the discipline and rigor of the army or navy
helps them mature. In many cases, it allows them
to

become

the

competent

people

they

know

themselves to be.
Many veterans then take up their studies ─ three
or four years later than other students ─ financed in
part by Veterans’ Affairs. With adequate cash in
hand, a few years of rewarding life experience, and
the maturity that comes from being older, they profit
from their education, in a manner that’s hard for a
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This is because many younger students see
university as four years of the good life, socializing
and partying. After all, only 41% of full-time
students (in the U.S.) complete their degree in four
years. Many take six years. Some never finish. I
doubt this is true for older students, who bring a
more serious purpose to their studies.
These days, there aren’t many jobs like the one
I had at The Royal Bank of Canada in 1964 ─ a job
that took a young man (or woman) with a highschool education, and introduced them to the world
of business. That’s a pity.
It launched me into business school, the CPA
profession and then my own business ─ where I was
happily engaged for over thirty years.
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This article is largely based on fact, with a few
details changed to make the story clearer and more
interesting. No one should assume it is true in every
particular.

