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Tuition Fees for
International Undergraduate Students

Introduction

While all students in Canada have faced dramatic fee
increases over the last decade, tuition fees for international
students have become particularly burdensome in recent
years. By fall 2010, average tuition fees for international
undergraduate students were $16,768—more than three
times the already high fees paid by Canadian citizens. At
some universities, international students pay up to $20,000
a year in tuition fees, and this figure rises to over $25,000
for some graduate programs, and a staggering $40,000 per
year for some professional programs such as medicine
and law. High differential fees are an unfair burden and

a barrier to post-secondary education for international
students. Ultimately, such fees could threaten Canada'’s
ability to attract and retain foreign scholars.

The Root Cause: Government Underfunding

International students were not charged differential tuition
fees prior to the late 1970s. During the negotiations of
federal transfer payments to the provinces in 1976, the
federal government suggested that introducing differential
tuition fees was an acceptable way for the provinces to
generate additional revenue at institutions. Over the next
several years many provincial governments responded

by cutting or eliminating grants that had previously been
provided to post-secondary institutions for the purpose

of funding international students. By 1982, all provinces
except British Columbia, Saskatchewan, Manitoba and
Newfoundland and Labrador were charging differential
tuition fees. In Ontario, fees charged were as high as
$6,960.

Throughout the 1990s, tuition fees in Canada skyrocketed
for both international students and Canadian citizens

as federal and provincial governments cut funding for
post-secondary education. Cash-strapped university
administrators have increasingly turned to tuition fees to
cover operating expenses. In 1988, government funding
accounted for roughly 84 percent of university operating
budget. Today, that figure had dropped to just over 57
percent.

Governments and post-secondary institutions know that
high tuition fees are unpopular with students and their

families. However, because international students have
little direct political influence in Canada, many provincial
governments and institutional decision-makers see them
as an easy target. In some provinces, governments have
completely deregulated fees charged to international
students so that universities are free to exploit them as a
replacement for government funding. Differential tuition
fees have thus become an important and politically
convenient way of generating revenue for many post-
secondary institutions in Canada.

Differential Tuition Fees Across Canada

As shown in Table 1, tuition fees for international students
during the 2010-11 year vary dramatically between
provinces and institutions. Overall, tuition fees for
international students tended to be highest at institutions
in Ontario and Alberta, each of whom had universities in
the top five positions. Even in provinces where Canadian
students are protected by a tuition fee freeze international
students are often excluded.

Recently, students have successfully mobilised to defeat
tuition fee increases for international students. In August
2008, the Minister of Education and the Minister of Human
Resources, Labour and Employment in Newfoundland
and Labrador wrote a joint letter to the Board of Regents
and suggested that Memorial University consult with the
Canadian Federation of Students and shelve a proposed

10 percent fee hike. The Board agreed to stop the hike and
study the issue further.

Differential Fees: Short-sighted and Unfair

Access

High tuition fees have already put post-secondary
education in Canada beyond the reach of many
international students. Low and middle-income
students—particularly students from developing
countries—face tremendous obstacles in accessing post-
secondary education. In fact, international tuition-fees at
Canadian universities are usually more than the annual
wage of most families in the Global South.

Continued increases could ultimately see access to
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TABLE 1: Minimum tuition fees for
international undergraduate students,
enrolled in the social sciences, 2010-11

Canadian universities and colleges choked

Canada’s International Obligations
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