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Funding Issues and Universities

Thank you for your invitation. I spent four years here at McGill as an undergrad, and it occurred to me that might provide an effective starting point for this discussion of cuts to higher education funding, and the resultant trends we have seen over the past 12 years.  

From 1988-1992, I attended McGill and obtained a BA in History. I lived in residence my first year, and in the student ghetto for three. Throughout my degree, tuition was $19/credit, housing was cheap, and income from summer jobs covered books, transportation, some of my rent, and spending money. As a result, and thanks to some financial help from my parents, in the spring of 1992, I graduated debt-free. 

In 1995, I pursued a Masters degree in English Literature from the University of Guelph. I applied for OSAP since my parents were no longer in a position to help out financially and because I now could apply as an independent and qualify for aid. The English Department hired all us grad students as Research or Teaching Assistants to help offset the cost of our education. And in 1996, I graduated with just over $8,000 in debt, all but $7,000 of which was forgiven. When I began to repay my loan, monthly payments were just over $100.

Flash forward to my partner who attended the University of Windsor as an undergrad from 1992-1996 and then from 1996-1998 as a grad student when tuition fees in Ontario were among the highest in the country. He graduated with upwards of $60,000 in debt, plus additional interest, resulting in monthly payments of $615. 

Two students. Two degrees. Two provinces. Three Canadian “public” universities. 

A difference of over $50,000 (not including interest). So, what happened? And when?

What happened: “the years in between”:

· Federal cuts to transfer payments (1994/5) and creation of CHST amount to a $7 billion cut from education and training

· More recently we have the creation of the CST which does not stipulate what is to be used for PSE funding

Under then-Finance Minister Paul Martin, the 1994-1995 cuts to Federal transfer payments and the creation of the CHST amounted to a $7 billion reduction in spending for education and training. 

In spite of political rhetoric about commitment to our “knowledge economy,” Ottawa’s cash contributions to provincial PSE expenditures declined significantly over the past decade (CAUT estimates it was 40% lower in fiscal 2004 than in 1992/93). Cuts to core funding have had an enormous impact on the physical infrastructure of our educational institutions: accumulated deferred maintenance at Canadian colleges and universities has been estimated at over $3.6 billion--$1billion of which is considered urgent.

The recently created Canadian Social Transfer does not stipulate what funding is to be used for higher education funding. The lack of built-in accountability therefore does little to address the original cuts. 

What followed (tangibly):

· End of federal grants (with the exception of the Millennium Scholarship Fund — Jean Chrétien’s “legacy” that proved to be somewhat of a disappointment, largely because of the lack of oversight once federal money was passed to the provinces — many of which simply replaced existing student aid programs with federal money and offered no additional relief to students)

· Rising tuition fees (with the exception of Quebec, and some provincial freezes and roll-backs)

· Deregulation of fees for international students and for professional programs (get SES breakdown)

1994-1995 was a pivotal time in Canada, as the man who slew the deficit gutted programs we had spent a generation building. In higher education, the effects were swift and brutal and meant the end of the federal grants system. 

Jean Chrétien’s “legacy,” the Canadian Millennium Scholarship Fund, was pretty ineffectual, largely because of the lack of oversight once the federal money was passed to the provinces. Many provinces simply replaced their existing student aid programs with the federal money, offering no additional relief to students. Some provinces actually passed the money directly on to the financial institutions administering the loans.

Tuition fee increases, with the exception of Quebec, signaled another change in the attitude of governments toward higher education. And while average fees for undergraduate programs have more than doubled between 1993/94-2003/4, a rate of change four times faster than the rate of inflation, the increases for professional programs are even more striking. 

Between 1990-2003, medical fees, adjusted for inflation, climbed 320%, law school fees rose 217% and dental programs charged students 400% more. 

Several studies have demonstrated the brutal impacts of tuition fee deregulation on equity-seeking groups, already underrepresented in many of these fields. And participation among students from low-income families has declined accordingly as many decide a price tag of upwards of $100,000 too much to bear.

But wait—there’s more:

· More commercialism (exclusive marketing etc) and corporate sponsorship (of research, entire departments, chairs etc)

· Reduction in the quality of physical infrastructure (AUCC/CAUBO estimates: $3.6 billion in renovations/repairs needed, over $ billion of which is immediate)

· Contracting-out, and casualization of labour at all levels

· Growing class sizes (including distance education)

· Universities as profit-making entities (York U)

· International students as cash cows

· Private courses (EMBAs etc.)

· Use of public/university funds to establish fundraising campaigns/hire PR consultants
This is not to say that there have been no funding increases in higher education. In fact, particularly in recent years, the federal and provincial governments have put money —quite a bit of money — into specific research projects, sort of like building a very elaborate balcony on a house desperately in need of repairs. It also sets up an elaborate system of have and have-not institutions, departments and students as some universities are simply better able to attract research dollars than others — or attract the faculty who are particularly skilled at attracting research dollars. 

So, what we have is a smaller pool of public funding, increasingly dispensed without accountability, without strings and without requirements. We have significant amounts of federal funding and in some cases provincial funding directed to specific research, often with the requirement that it be matched with private funds. In these cases, privatization is a prerequisite for public funding.   And we have a consistent lack of adequate funding for infrastructure and core education services — programs benefiting all faculty, support staff and students, not just the few associated with specialized research. 

The thing about core funding cuts — they create a climate that requires one to take certain measures to compensate for the lack of dollars. That’s the irritating thing about cutting taxes and other public funding — the money still has to come from somewhere. And we can pay for it publicly (in bulk) or privately in user fees. Way back in 1994, HRDC estimated the average student debt load was $25,000 so think about the difference a decade of fee increases makes.

Much of the culture shift on Canadian campuses can be put down to universities and colleges redefining themselves as profit-making entities. As explained by York University Secretary General Harriet Lewis: "[York] University…is a private, charitable corporation, which is 'publicly assisted.'" 

This is a remarkable admission. It illustrates the degree to which the university thinks of itself as a private business in order to justify the way it does business. 

And how are schools “doing” business? Well, there are the rising student-teacher ratios and overcrowded classrooms and deferred maintenance. There’s cost-cutting: the increasing casualization of faculty and education workers and contracting-out on campus for custodial and maintenance and administration work, and for the running of residences in colleges across Ontario to Campus Living Centres, a subsidiary of Dacon Inc. Incidentally, Campus Living Centres is happy to also operate what they call a “Life Plan” for students which, on behalf of the college will ensure the implementation “of school policy and appear seamless with all other services on campus.” 

International students are increasingly seen as cash cows, paying the entire cost of their fully-privatized education. Some provinces have actually changed how international students are labeled — in Quebec, international students are referred to as “international goods and services” — a somewhat creative way of getting a number of students off the books when complaints arise about overcrowded lecture halls. Student-teacher ratios look much better when international students vanish, simply by being re-categorized.
There are the fundraising campaigns, the foundations and pricey PR departments established by universities, and the “image builders” hired to ensure that their educational institutions move up the rungs of the now-faltering Macleans university rankings. 

And there are the boutique programs, such as the fully private EMBA offered at Queens University. In addition to working on team-building, integrated business strategies and management perspectives, the “lifestyle” component of the program will help “develop an interest in new activities, sports or hobbies… designed to promote a healthy work-life balance.”  Such life-changing educational experiences aren’t cheap — a three-week session at Queens carries a somewhat significant price tag of $22,400 (plus GST).

And I haven’t even touched on the explosion of distance learning to deal with “cramped and overcrowded classrooms.” Or the use of technology like Turnitin which effectively outsources accountability to a private company in order to “catch” plagiarists.

No doubt about it: the look of campus is changing. The private sector presence in research has increased and all of us have watched the impact of this relationship on academic freedom, job security and the health and wellbeing of Canadians. But we also know that there is a marked increase in commercialization on university and college campuses across the country. Sponsored sports and academic events. Product packs. Corporate sponsored research chairs. Marketing classes where students do research and promotion for GM’s latest product on their classmates — that coveted 18-23 year old target market — for credit. 

And exclusive beverage deals that come with a reduction in the number of water fountains on campus because tap water poses a threat to the market dominance of Dasani or Aquafina. CUPE members in BC documented a 44% reduction in the number of water fountains on UBC’s campus within three years of the university signing a deal with Coke.

But arguably the most painful way that universities and colleges are “doing business” is by charging user-fees to students, often in greater and greater amounts. It’s the ultimate example of privatizing and downloading what was once considered a public responsibility and public investment onto the individual, and its ramifications have been profound. 

	UNIVERSITY TUITION FEES

	Province
	2006/7
	% change 2005/6-2006/7
	% change 1990/1-2006/7

	NF
	$2,606
	0.0
	93.9

	PE
	$4,947
	6.5
	164.0

	NS
	$6,571
	3.9
	238.6

	NB
	$5,328
	5.8
	176.8

	QC
	$1,916
	0.8
	111.9

	ON
	$5,160
	4.6
	207.1

	MB
	$3,338
	0.2
	120.8

	SK
	$5,063
	0.0
	227.8

	AB
	$4,828
	-0.2
	275.3

	BC
	$4,960
	1.9
	174.3

	Canada
	$4,347
	3.2
	196.9


	ADDITIONAL COMPULSORY FEES

	Province
	2006/07
	% change 2005/6-2006/7
	% change 2001/2-2006/7

	NF
	$466
	0.0
	27.2

	PE
	$728
	24.7
	75.4

	NS
	$572
	10.3
	50.5

	NB
	$341
	-1.2
	64.0

	QC
	$624
	4.7
	46.5

	ON
	$729
	4.9
	31.6

	MB
	$458
	30.2
	23.4

	SK
	$431
	-5.5
	-12.6

	AB
	$567
	1.8
	27.1

	BC
	$442
	-7.1
	28.2

	Canada
	$619
	4.0
	33.7


	COLLEGE TUITION FEES

	Province
	2005/6

tuition fees
	% change 2004/5-2005/6
	% change 1999/2000-2005/6

	NF
	$1,452
	0
	0.0

	PE
	$3,250
	0
	62.5

	NS
	$2,500
	4.2
	66.7

	NB
	$2,600
	4
	8.3

	QC
	$0
	0
	0.0

	ON
	$1,820
	0
	8.1

	MB
	$1,292
	0
	-10.0

	SK
	$2,772
	5
	62.1

	AB
	$3,199
	3.6
	50.2

	BC
	$2,674
	1.4
	86.6

	Canada
	$2,156
	1.8
	33.5


The 1994-95 budget cuts precipitated a grab-bag of provincial policies in funding higher education. In many cases, the cost was simply downloaded onto students and their families. Surely it’s not a complete coincidence that since 1995 enrolment rates in Canada have increased by a staggering 1% — virtually unchanged from the admittedly high base, while the average overall enrolment increase for other countries was 51%.

A sliding scale of provincial commitment to higher education was reinforced over the past decade, so that now we see what can only be described as wild variance in tuition fees—from less than $2,000 in Quebec to over $6,500 in Nova Scotia. That’s before any additional compulsory costs are factored in — which also vary significantly from province to province. These costs are not only felt by students, but by their families as well. One thing that is not measured when calculating student debt loads are the number of parents who have taken out private loans or second mortgages to help pay the cost of their child’s education.

Provincial governments have chosen a number of different paths, priorities and levels of support for higher education, many of which can be seen in their willingness to increase, freeze or roll back tuition fees. Quebec’s multi-year tuition fee freeze has resulted in the lowest tuition fees in the country, and correspondingly lower levels of student debt. This may change: the Charest government has already tried — unsuccessfully — to reverse the loans/grants equation. 

Newfoundland took the unprecedented step of rolling tuition fees back 25% — and then froze them at the second lowest levels in the country. Manitoba also rolled back and then froze fees below the Canadian average of almost $4,500. 

And then there are the others.

While Alberta and Saskatchewan have frozen fees, both still post a hefty price tag of around $5,000. Note that this is not a partisan issue — Alberta is Conservative and Saskatchewan NDP—what we’re seeing is equal opportunity downloading onto students. 

And in spite of eliminating the deficit well before initially planned, Ontario ended the fee freeze and added another 4.6% to its already hefty PSE price tag. BC ended its significant and beneficial freeze with the election of the Campbell government and tuition fees continue to rise. Both New Brunswick and PEI avoided any discussion of a freeze or rollback and continue to post significant and ongoing increases. 

Broader trends:

· Discussion of closer relationship between PSE and industry needs/demands (esp. with regard to competitiveness and productivity)

· Postponement of major life decisions by graduates because of student debt (look at how people are locating based on debt loads and provincial tax structures/incentives—Alberta)

· Downloading of responsibility and guilt onto parents (RESPs, CESGs—“help us help you help us”)

· Changes in mentality (“customer is always right”)

There are a few broader trends I’d like to mention because I think they demonstrate how we have lowered our expectations of the governments we elect to make decisions that are supposed to collectively benefit us. And furthermore, how these reduced expectations are being internalized, and reinforced…and are changing society much more broadly. 

The postponement of major life decisions by graduates — the whole “failure to launch” trend—I think needs to be examined in light of rising student debt loads, as well as inter-provincial brain-drain and stagnating birth rates in all provinces but Alberta. 

Ah, Alberta. A province where one in four students drops out of high school — a province with PSE participation rates among the lowest in Canada. Yet a province whose booming economy and lower tax rates has served to attract graduates in droves from other provinces. Alberta’s most precious import, arguably, is its out-of-province graduates cause it sure isn’t growing its own.  It’s a sick sort of symmetry: Alberta’s lower taxes have contributed to underfunding PSE and raising tuition fees so Albertans can’t attend their own higher education institutions…and then that same tax system is being used as a marketing tool to attract out-of-province graduates to compensate for the lack of home-grown ones. 

Former Nova Scotia premier John Hamm suggested last spring that perhaps graduates who leave the province to try their employment luck elsewhere should be punished by having to repay part of their education. Consider the irony — the province with the highest tuition fees in the country actually suggested making its graduates even more financially responsible for the province’s decision to offload the cost of higher education onto students in the first place. Rather than, say, encouraging students to stay by, oh, lowering tuition fees, or actually having a loans forgiveness program or investing in job opportunities for new graduates.

Debt is driving decisions — where to settle after graduation, when to move out of your parent’s basement, buy a house, have kids — or how many kids you have. We’re looking at a generation of new parents who set up RESPs practically before their child is discharged from the hospital to save them from lifelong debt — while still paying off their own student loans and trying to cover basic childcare expenses — which Steven Harper’s $100 a month before taxes doesn’t come close to doing. For a government so focused on the concept of “choices” (except when it comes to reproductive rights or same-sex marriage) they certainly aren’t giving most Canadians much of them. 

Let’s be clear: RESPs are no solution to rising tuition fees or the higher cost of higher education. They belong to the “let us help you help us” method of education planning where a few dollars worth of federal government handouts is somehow supposed to give those who have to choose between basic living expenses the incentive to save for their kid’s education. As if the only thing they were lacking was willpower. 

Bigger questions:

· How public are our public institutions?

· Implications for quality, access, accountability, and equity

· Eroding of public space (York U)

As disturbing as York University administration comments about York not being a public institution are, the unfortunate reality is that it’s not entirely inaccurate. The percentage of university and college revenue coming from public sources — that’s government —ranges from 70% in Quebec to 42% in Nova Scotia and 45% in Ontario. A number of other provinces — including oil-rich Alberta — hover at just over 50% public investment. This means that in fact, many of our educational institutions are more private than public. 

	UNIVERSITY AND COLLEGE REVENUE 2006

	Province
	% from tuition fees
	% from government transfers
	% from other own-source revenue

	NF
	15.4
	65.9
	2.5

	PE
	24.8
	50.9
	4.4

	NS
	30.5
	42.1
	6.5

	NB
	28.8
	51
	4.9

	PQ
	8.8
	70.1
	7.5

	ON
	27
	45.1
	8.1

	MB
	18.2
	61.3
	9.3

	SK
	17
	56.4
	6.5

	AB
	21.6
	54.7
	6.1

	BC
	22
	53.2
	6.1

	Canada
	20.9
	54.2
	7.2


When I state this reality please don’t take it as an admission of defeat. Rather, it’s a line in the sand—the point at which we need to fight for a reversal to ensure that our colleges and universities remain publicly funded and publicly accountable. 

And those are the questions we need to consistently be asking — what does inadequate public funding mean for accessibility or equity when the cost of higher education is downloaded on to students and their families? What does a heightened corporate presence on campus do for public accountability when research decisions or results are taken out of the hands of the public and handed over to a corporate sponsor? “York is not a public institution in the sense that it is accountable to the public for what it does,” explained Judge Edward Saunders in 2005. Rather, it is accountable to its Board of Directors. Could this attitude shift have anything to do with York’s decision to place limits on the student use of the formerly public Vari Hall?

And are we really certain that the quality of education — or even of campus life — is actually improved by exposure to interactive ads in urinals, or university cheerleaders hawking Revlon products? 

The final trend I’m going to mention is the focus on productivity. As in: higher educational institutions drive Canadian productivity — which is lagging behind that of the US. So what do we have to “do to” our universities and colleges to ensure that we don’t fall behind in the global productivity marathon?

All I’m going to say on the subject is this: In the midst of this newfound support from the TD Bank and David Dodge — among others — for improving national productivity through more higher education funding, it’s particularly interesting that the focus is not on enhancing the infrastructure and capacity of educational institutions to accommodate and teach more students as a way to address the productivity gap. Rather it’s on ensuring that universities and colleges pick up the slack resulting from inadequate national R&D investment. More and more, the call from Corporate Canada for increased funding for PSE is the code for encouraging closer relationships with the private sector. 

This call is echoed by the OECD, incidentally, in their desire to ensure that higher education remain “relevant” to the problems of wider society — although by wider society what they mean is the market — so that graduates have “skills suited, among other things, to working life.”  Building partnerships with the private sector is a priority. 

Crystal ball:

· ICLR 

· Vouchers for PSE? (as according to Reform Blue Book)

So, here we are, waiting with baited breath to see what Stephen Harper’s New Government of Canada has in store for higher education — not one of their Five Priorities. 

And because it can’t be slotted into accountability, child care, health, crime, or lower taxes — although that last one might give us a clue — we have to go back into discussion papers and prior statements and Reform Party and Canadian Alliance documents to get a sense of what we might expect. 

Two things — Income Contingent Loan Repayment  (ICLR) and vouchers. I’ve no doubt that folks here have more than a passing knowledge of ICLR so I’ll just give a brief recap of the plan that Lloyd Axworthy almost imposed on Canadians in the 90s. It’s a thoroughly regressive method of requiring students to pay the full cost of their education as a percentage of their income over a longer period than the current repayment time. It also provides governments with an incentive to reduce PSE funding, and universities and colleges with tacit permission to raise tuition fees so that they more closely approximate the full cost of an education because the longer repayment times allow students to absorb larger debt loads.

Advocates of ICLR seem to forget that we already have an income contingent repayment plan — it’s called the income tax system. And it’s much more progressive than this method which has brutally reinforced socio-economic inequities — with spin-off issues including emigration, depression, and lower birth rates — in countries such as New Zealand.

Vouchers for higher education were promoted by the Reform Party under Preston Manning — students would receive a voucher in a predetermined amount — $3,000 in 1994 — and after discussion with their families could apply it to the tuition fees (the balance of which would also have to be paid) at whatever university or college they wished to attend. Vouchers get “government” off the backs of Canadians, allowing individuals to decide where to put their money. Because the customer is always right, the money follows the student and institutions compete for “clients” by flaunting things like rates of employment for graduates, or changing course offerings to reflect the immediate needs of the job market. They would be forced to specialize — none of this trying to be all things to all people. Why waste time offering electives and extracurricular activities if the whole point of higher education is to get you a job? Of course, this might be problematic for courses or degrees that don’t necessarily have direct application to the job market — Critical Theory, or Art History, or Drama, for example — areas of study the invisible hand of the marketplace gives the finger to, so to speak. 
These are only two possibilities, of course, both of which have been suggested by the previous incarnations of the Conservative party and both of which have been tarted up in papers by the CD Howe and the Fraser Institute. Liberal leadership hopeful Bob Rae indicated his appreciation for Income Contingent Loan Repayment during his review of Ontario’s postsecondary education system two years ago. It’s not about political stripes. It’s about ideological direction. It’s about redefining higher education as a privilege, not a right. It’s about downloading evermore of the cost onto individuals and their families. It’s about returning to ways that have been tried and discarded because all they did was reflect and reinforce the barriers in society that already existed — for the poor, for women, for people of colour, for the disadvantaged. There is nothing about this direction that is innovative. 

In fact, to undertake it knowing the outcome — in this day and age, in this era of remarkable economic wealth and unprecedented surplus — is not even particularly civilized. 

Conclusion:
Let’s check the list: privatization, corporatization, user fees, growing class sizes, contracting-out, constraints on academic freedom, casualization of the workforce, crumbling buildings, unsafe working and learning conditions, cola wars on campus, water fountains taken away for “retooling,” overcrowded classrooms, deregulation of fees, corporate research chairs, PR firms. Perhaps underfunding isn’t behind 100% of the problems we’re seeing in PSE. Let’s say it’s only behind 20%. 

But it’s the first 20% — and it’s driving the remaining 80%. And until we restore an adequate base of public funding, we will forever be scrambling to find less effective, less accountable, less equitable, less efficient, less public methods of compensating for inadequate public funding in higher education. And with whatever time and energy is left over we can try to delude ourselves into thinking that somehow this is sufficient. Or we can refuse to contribute to the further underfunding of a system we all have a fundamental stake in, and combine our considerable efforts and expertise in making a hard left turn. 

Other sources: 

http://www.eurydice.org/
The information network for education in Europe 

English, French and Dutch

http://www.scienceshops.org/
A science shop provides independent, participatory research support in response to concerns experienced by civil society. 

Science Shops in brief:  Science Shops are not “shops” in the traditional sense of the word. They are small entities that carry out scientific research in a wide range of disciplines — usually free of charge and on behalf of citizens and local civil society. The fact that Science shops respond to civil society’s needs for expertise and knowledge is a key element that distinguish them from other knowledge transfer mechanisms. Science Shops are often, but not always, linked to universities, where students conduct the research as part of their curriculum.
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