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Postsecondary Education is a right, not a privilege 

Rising tuition is a great concern to all CUPE members and their families. Tuition fees create a barrier to postsecondary education for working people. The problem is acute for the thousands of CUPE university members who are also students. 

Chronic underfunding has led universities to raise tuition fees. At first glance, some might welcome increased fees as help for cash-strapped institutions where deferred maintenance, overcrowded classrooms, corporate intrusion and ever-growing workloads have become commonplace. But increased tuition has a high cost: pay cuts for teaching and graduate assistants, more money out of the pockets of working families and bigger debts for their young residents.  Tuition fees are user fees and just another form of privatization that hurts us all.  

Tuition fees must be reduced through improved government funding and better designed student grant programs with a view to eventually eliminating fees altogether.

Fees raise obstacles to working families

Statistics Canada found in 2002 that for those who faced barriers in post-secondary education, 70 per cent cited finances as the problem. Between 1990 and 2006, while federal transfers to education dipped by approximately $4 billion, tuition fees increased nearly 200 per cent. Meanwhile, individual student debt has climbed, approaching $30,000 by the end of an undergraduate degree program in some provinces.

Statistics Canada’s annual tuition fee survey has documented an average increase of 3.2%. The average Canadian family now pays $4,347 per year in tuition fees for an undergraduate program. For the 2006-2007 year, tuition fees remain the same in four provinces -- Newfoundland and Labrador, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta. Quebec fees are increasing by 1 per cent. Fees continue to increase in the other provinces. Ancillary fees have increased in most provinces, increasing student debt burden.  Students in graduate program are facing even stiffer increases of 5.6% from last year. The average a graduate student pays for tuition is now $6,479.
These increases have brought predictable results. Students in families from the top income quarter are twice as likely to attend university than those from families in the bottom income quarter. Modest income earners have to pay a much higher percentage of their after-tax income on tuition fees than higher income earners do. Working families are seeing university education slip further and further beyond their reach.

Fees are a form of privatization

Privatization is pervasive in universities today. Tuition fees and private donations are the two fastest growing sources of university revenue. It’s a significant move away from publicly funded education. The result is increasing corporate influence in university research, the creation of have and have-not faculties depending on the appeal to corporations, and increasing use of contingent labour in both the academic and support areas. The infrastructure of universities is crumbling under lack of funding.

We need adequate funding

Universities must be properly funded and tuition fees must decrease. Universities 

are receiving smaller proportions of their operating budgets from governments. Federal cash transfers for post-secondary education relative to GDP are less than 

half what they were in 1992-93. Yet, while students and universities struggle with underfunding, there are budget surpluses 

at federal level.

The answer is not individual tax incentives 

or income contingent loans, as the federal Conservatives are geared to introduce. Income contingent repayment (ICR) student loan schemes are privatized funding models for postsecondary education. ICR loans are based on the belief that individuals are the sole beneficiaries of education and therefore should bear the full cost. Under ICR, borrowers would repay their loans as a percentage of their income upon completion of study. Graduates with lower levels of income would repay their loans 

over a longer period of time, resulting in higher costs because loan interest is paid 

over a longer period of time. The impact is huge on lower income earners, particularly women and other disadvantaged groups. 

We need to see education as an investment and benefit to all Canadians and stop putting the burden increasingly on individuals. The grants program must be re-vamped and a system of needs-based grants developed to be available to any student in need.

University education benefits society

Education contributes to the well-being of our whole society. Many countries already recognize that a university education is just as important as other social programs such as health care, K-12 education, and early learning and care. University tuition fees are negligible or non-existent in countries like Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Iceland, Ireland, Wales, Scotland, France, and Norway. Record growth in tuition fees has propelled Canada into the position of one of the highest tuition fee chargers in the industrialized world — jeopardizing the chances for our children and youth to realize their potential and contribute meaningfully to Canadian society.
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OECD warns Canada poised on slippery education slope





While Canada ranks number one when it comes to how many residents have a postsecondary education, that record is at risk, says the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development.





Fifty-three per cent of Canadians aged 25 to 34 have a college diploma or a university degree, above the 31% average for OECD member countries. But Canada comes last in enrolment growth in the past decade, according to the OECD's Education at a Glance. 





The report notes a decrease in public funding in Canada. Only Japan, Australia, the United States and Korea contribute a smaller proportion of public dollars to all levels of education.





— Source: National Post, Sept. 12, 2006
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