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Introduction

Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states unequivocally that
education is a human right. The declaration goes further to say that elementary and
fundamental education is to be free to students and that higher education should be
made equally accessible to all on the basis of merit (United Nations 1948).

In Canada, governments adhere to this declaration by providing free primary and
secondary education for all. However, one can argue that governments’' commitments
to the mandate of equal access to post-secondary studies have fallen short. This
erosion of Canada's commitment to education at higher levels occurs despite the
importance of post-secondary education as a public good that benefits everyone, not
just the student.

Post-secondary education is a public good. Therefore, it can be challenging to
create incentives and structures that encourage potential students to pursue post-
secondary education. Out of necessity, students base their decision to undertake
post-secondary education on the costs and benefits they would personally incur
rather than on its broader social benefits. If a student wants to go to university, they
need to consider the costs of doing so (lost income, tuition fees, student debt) and
weigh them against the benefits (intellectual fulfilment, well-paying and satisfying
work after graduation, a sense of community, etc.). So, to incentivize people to pursue
post-secondary education and have our society reap the benefits, we need to provide
the financial support needed to tip the scales in favour of undertaking post-secondary
education.

In this report, we distinguish between equality and equity. Equality is generally
defined as equal treatment for all and providing equal access to the same
opportunities. On the other hand, equity places a greater emphasis on achieving fair
outcomes rather than a fair distribution of resources. The current education system in
Canada is neither equal nor equitable.

The lack of equity and equality in our education system can be seen from lack of
funding for early childhood education in many provinces, enhanced programs that
receive additional funding but primarily serve children from high-income families,
discrimination by teachers and other education professionals, and much more.
Inequities are evident when we consider achievement gaps at all education levels,
post-secondary access rates, and graduation rates. Any policy that seeks to improve
post-secondary outcomes among underserved students must be examined through
an equity lens.

This review is organized as follows: the proceeding section informs on the trends
observed in tuition costs and student debt in Canada and abroad. The second section
provides a detailed literature review on tuition models. The third section continues the
literature review and addresses loans and student debt. The final section concludes
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with a short description of how the Canadian Federation of Students (CFS) could
approach the task of developing a policy proposal for universal tuition and student-
debt abolition.

1. Tuition and Debt in Canada and Beyond

For over five decades, post-secondary tuition fees in Canada have been on the
rise, even while accounting for inflation. Tuition increases have come in bursts, driven
by changes in governments' attitudes and policies of the time. Further, Canada’s fees
for post-secondary education make it one of the most expensive countries of the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in which to study
(for both domestic and international students). This section examines trends in tuition
costs in Canada and how Canada'’s tuition costs compare to those of other countries.

TRENDS IN TUITION

Changes in attitudes and policy around post-secondary tuition began as far back
as the 1970s and have contributed to today's relatively high tuition fees. In this
section, we examine the turning points in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s that have
contributed to Canada’s relatively high fees for post-secondary education. We also
explore the dramatic impact these turning points have had on tuition cost for both
Canadian and international students.

DEREGULATION OF FEES FOR INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN THE 1970S

In 1976, there was a notable increase in the average tuition paid by international
students enrolled in both undergraduate and graduate programs. This increase was
not the result of a specific policy change. Rather, some universities increased their
fees for international students in response to Pierre Trudeau's public musings that,
perhaps, Canadian universities should simply charge higher fees to international
students (Glover 2018).

Before 1976, universities always had the power to charge higher fees to
international students, but before Trudeau’s public comments on the topic, few, if any,
did. Provinces quickly adopted their own policies for enabling universities to charge
differential rates for international and domestic students, and by 1982 all provinces
except for British Columbia, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, and Newfoundland and
Labrador were charging differential tuition fees (Glover 2018). As a result of this shift,
international students' fees increased significantly, as Figure 1 shows.
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Figure 1: Average tuition fees for domestic and international undergraduate and graduate programs (2019 dollars),
1972 to 1986 academic year (Statistics Canada Tables 37-10-0160-01 and 18-10-0005-01)

From 1976 to 1977, the average tuition fee paid by international students enrolled
in undergraduate and graduate programs increased by 43.8% and 70.8%, respectively.
By 1986, the average tuition fee paid by international undergraduate students had
increased by 68.3%. Between 1976 and 1986, average fees charged to international
graduate students more than tripled (267.8%). In contrast, tuition for domestic
students remained relatively stable, decreasing slightly.

THE MULRONEY ERA

In 1986, the Conservative federal government led by Mulroney implemented the
Established Programs Financing initiative, which represented the first significant step
away from federally funded post-secondary education. This initiative limited cash
transfers to provinces to GDP growth minus 2%. Prior to this change, federal
government funding accounted for roughly 80% of post-secondary institutions’
operating revenue. In 1989, the Mulroney government froze funding for Established
Programs (transfer payments to the provinces for post-secondary education), cut the
program by 1% and announced an additional $2 billion in cuts over the next three
years (Glover 2018). This measure's impact shows up clearly in the data on average
tuition fees, as presented in Figure 2.



Figure 2: Average tuition fees for domestic undergraduate and graduate programs (2019 dollars), 1986 to 1999
academic year (Statistics Canada Tables 37-10-0160-01 and 18-10-0005-01)

While the immediate increase in the average cost of post-secondary education for
domestic students was not as dramatic as that for international students in the 1970s,
the long-term rise in tuition costs has been significant. From 1989 to 1990, average
tuition fees for undergraduate and graduate students increased by 9.9% and 15.0%,
respectively. Ten years later, average fees for domestic undergraduate and graduate
students had increased by 110.8% and 128.7%, respectively, more than double that of
1989.

THE 1990S: COST PRESSURES AND DEREGULATING PROFESSIONAL PROGRAMS

In 1995, the Liberal Chrétien government passed the Student Financial Assistance
Act, which gave the banks a 5% risk share for student-loan losses. Prior to the passing
of this act, the federal government guaranteed banks for student loan defaults. The
following year, the Chrétien government reduced transfers to the provincial
governments by $7 billion and bundled together federal cash transfers to the
provinces that were previously earmarked for specific purposes. As a result, some
provinces chose to have universities and colleges bear the burden of the federal
government's cuts, resulting in higher tuition fees. In Ontario, the provincial
government, led by Harris' Progressive Conservatives, also moved to deregulate
professional programs. This further enabled universities in the province to raise fees
(Glover 2018).

According to the data, average tuition fees for domestic graduate and
undergraduate students continued to increase during this period, with a notable
increase in average graduate fees over time. As shown in Figure 3, from 1996 to 2006,
the average tuition fee for domestic undergraduate and graduate students increased
by 33.8% and 101.3%, respectively. For international undergraduate and graduate
students, fees increased by 40.8% and 46.9%, respectively.



