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Introduction

The New Brunswick Student Alliance has been advocating for post-secondary students in the
province for over twenty-five years. Over this time we have become increasingly familiar with
the barriers students face when attempting to attend and succeed in the post-secondary
education of their choice. Additionally, as the premier student advocacy group in the province,
we have established very strong relationships with all stakeholders involved.

The students of New Brunswick are very cognizant of the actions the government has taken to
alleviate many of the stressors associated with post-secondary education, namely the Timely
Completion Benefit and the Repayment Assistance Program. But there remains much room to
improve current programs and the capacity to be innovative with new programs.

Research shows that 70% of jobs created in the next decade will require post secondary
education. Research also shows that an educated populace live longer, healthier lives, commit
less crime and are much more likely to participate in democratic political processes.” It is for
these reasons that a responsible government must heed the call to increase accessibility,
affordability, and quality in our post-secondary education system.

Increased numbers of highly skilled and innovative thinkers are required to help maintain New
Brunswick’s current level of government services and bring prosperity to the province. Research
shows that the amount of taxes paid increases on par with provincial educational attainment, at
a public rate of return of 8.5%.% An aging population looms on the horizon and requires
considerable advanced governmental planning. As the baby boomer generation begins to retire
the amount of new workers must be increased.

The following is the NBSA’s plan for the future of post-secondary education in the province. It is
our sincere hope that the policy changes and recommendations outlined in this report will be
incorporated in the campaign priorities of each party. The NBSA looks forward to working with
you throughout the campaign process and well into the future.

Sincerely,

Samuel Gregg-Wallace

President, New Brunswick Student Alliance
Tibbits East, room 29

40 MacKay Drive, University of New Brunswick
Fredericton, New Brunswick E3B 5A3
www.nbsa-aenb.ca

! Mario Lapointe et al., Looking-Ahead: A 10-Year Outlook for the Canadian Labour Market 2006-2015 (Ottawa: Human Resources
and Social Development Canada, 2006).

2 Craig Riddell, The Impact of Education on Economic and Social Outcomes: An Overview of Recent Advances in Economics (Ottawa:
Canadian Policy Research Networks, 2006).

® Marius Demers, ““Rate of Return on a Bachelor’s Degree: For Individuals and for the State,” Education Statistics Bulletin 38,
Published by the Government of Quebec (2008).
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1) Multi-Year Funding Agreement

Universities and Community Colleges serve many important roles in New Brunswick. They are
the main generators of research and development, provide the surrounding communities with a
cultural, academic and technical resources, and most importantly, develop skilled citizens who
think critically and will help New Brunswick prosper in a new economy.

These valued institutions have been drastically underfunded since the early 1990s. According to
the Statistics Canada, New Brunswick universities are below the national average in per capita
funding compared to the rest of Canada.

Institutional funding has been increasingly been placed on the backs of students. In 1987,
universities were funded 81% by the government and 16% through tuition fees; in 2007 the
universities in New Brunswick are now funded 57% by government grants and 34% through
tuition. This has caused tuition levels in New Brunswick to increase over 185% since 1990."

These trends raise real concern for current and prospective students regarding the impact
increased post-secondary education costs have had on the accessibility and affordability for
New Brunswickers. In 2008, New Brunswick had one of the highest debt loads in the country,
with an average debt load of $34,000 after a four year program. This is well above the Canadian
average at $26,680.°

While the Government of New Brunswick has made progressive steps towards addressing these
concerns by freezing tuition levels since 2007 and by increasing funding to institutions, these
commitments have been renewed on an ad hoc basis and funding levels to institutions have at
times not been formalized until a few months prior to the beginning of classes.

Years of provincial underfunding have created an irregular, unreliable funding system which
poses a great risk to the quality of education offered in New Brunswick and inhibits our
institutions developing accurate long-term strategic plans.

Nova Scotia has recently adopted a Memorandum of Understanding which was warmly received
by intuitions and students.® Under the MOU, the Government of Nova Scotia committed to a
multi-year funding agreement with universities which guaranteed steady funding levels for a
four year period. The Government of Nova Scotia has also committed to avoid levying new taxes
on universities and to negotiate a new three year funding agreement in the third year of the
agreement. A valuable portion of the agreement is regulated tuition and ancillary fee levels,
thus giving students a reliable cost estimate for their education and protection from
uncontrolled increasing costs.

The New Brunswick Student Alliance urges the political parties adopt policy that, if elected; the
Government of New Brunswick will negotiate a made-in-New Brunswick multi-year funding
agreement with public post-secondary institutions in the province. Separate agreements

* Anne Motte et al. “Paying for Post-Secondary Education,” in Price of Knowledge: Access and Student Finance in Canada, ed. Joseph
Berger, Anne Motte, and Andrew Parkin, 86-124. (Ottawa: Millennium Scholarship Foundation, 2009), 94.

® Joseph Berger, “Student Debt in Canada,” in Price of Knowledge: Access and Student Finance in Canada, ed. Joseph Berger, Anne
Motte, and Andrew Parkin, 183-206. (Ottawa: Millennium Scholarship Foundation, 2009), 183.

® http://www.ednet.ns.ca/pdfdocs/post-secondary-university/MOU_NS_Universities.pdf.

2z The Ne Brunswick | L'ALLIANCE ETUDIANTE
. _,{ <1, 1NEe New Brunswick g et
“« STUDENT ALLIANCE au Nouveau-brunswick




should be reached with both universities and community colleges. The university agreement
must consider all of the following: tuition fees, ancillary fees, international students,
infrastructure, and the unique nature of each institution in the province.

Specifics of the agreement must be decided through consultation with all stakeholders. The
NBSA recommends that tuition and ancillary fees not be increased during the period of the
agreement. Secondly, international student tuition should be regulated so as to diminish the
possibility of tuition hikes to compensate for domestic student tuition regulation. Third, this
agreement should not create a restriction for institutions in regards to funding for
infrastructural upgrades and repairs. In this way, institutions remain able to benefit from other
funding initiatives to address the campus-specific issues arising from deferred maintenance.
Finally, because of the unique nature of each post-secondary institution in the province, schools
must not be required to increase or reduce certain aspects of their educational delivery. The
institutions must remain purely autonomous as the agreement’s purpose is to create a situation
where institutions can implement long-term financial planning. Methods of reporting program
delivery may be established but institutions should not be required to meet certain goals or
criteria set out by the province; financial sustainability of our education system is paramount,
not political interference of this most valuable resource.

2) Student Loans and Allowable Earnings

Although student loans are a widely used option for students to pay for their education, there
are many restrictions on the assessment and eligibility of these loans that can leave students
without the necessary assistance based on unintended effects of program restrictions.

Currently, students applying for a NB student loan are expected to contribute 80% of their
summer earnings, minus a weekly living allowance, to the cost of their education. In addition,
students are required to utilize 100% of income earned during the study period toward the cost
of their education. For many students, there are unavoidable circumstances in which they are
unable to save said amount for their education; whether it be living away from home, caring for
dependents or other unexpected costs.

In-study earnings consist of wages earned during the academic year. The New Brunswick
student loan program restricts the amount of allowable in-study earnings a student can earn
before the excess is deducted from their total eligible student loan. Currently, a student can
earn only $50/week during the academic year, at which point any dollar made after that mark is
taken away from their assessed total. A recommended workload for a student is at or below 16
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hours/week, or the equivalent of two eight-hour shifts. Minimum wage in the province will
reach $10/hour by September 1, 2011; therefore, the NBSA urges the government of New
Brunswick to expand in-study allowable earnings to $160/week.

The cost of gaining a post secondary education increases every year, and restrictions such as
those applied to allowable student earnings exacerbate the issue of unmet financial need and
inadequate resources. On average students in New Brunswick face over $5,200 in unmet
financial need per annum.” This can place additional stress on students who are attempting to
deal with the already challenging stressors involved with course work.

The NBSA urges the provincial government to ease these restrictions so that individuals who
have high amounts of unmet financial need are able to acquire the necessary.

The NBSA also urges the provincial government to review the amount of total loan
disbursement so that students are not required to accept additional stress during their studies.
A recent Canadian Alliance of Student Associations (CASA) release concludes that over 37% of
student loan applicants will hit their annual student loan limits next year and be denied further
loans. Additionally, within the next five years nearly half of all student loan borrowers will reach
their loan limit.® Unmet need reduces retention and gravely limits students’ ability to transition
into the workforce and repay their loans.

3) Interest Rates for Loan Repayment

Both the Government of New Brunswick and Canada offer loans to students in order to pay for
their post-secondary education at a floating interest rate of prime plus 2.5%. Students also have
the option of a fixed rate at prime plus 5%. The purpose of increased interest charges is to
insulate the student loan portfolio from defaults on high amounts of lending.

7 Joseph Berger and Noel Baldwin, “Student Financial Assistance in Canada: Past, Present Future,” in Price of Knowledge: Access and
Student Finance in Canada, ed. Joseph Berger, Anne Motte, and Andrew Parkin, 153-182. (Ottawa: Millennium Scholarship
Foundation, 2009), 176.

& Smart Choices: A Practical Plan to Improve Access, Affodability, Innovation and Quality in Canada’s Post-Secondary Education
System (Ottawa: Canadian Alliance of Student Associations, 2010), 11.
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While it remains factual that high interest rates may have been a necessary insulation in 2004-
05 when default rates were as high as 39.3% in New Brunswick, the province now enjoys the
lowest default rate among Maritime Provinces. According to the Canadian Student Loan
Program, the student default rate is 19% as of 2007-08, a decrease of over 20%.° While students
have become increasingly able to make payments on their loans, the interest rate has not been
reflective of the change.

The Government of New Brunswick’s goal should be to eliminate all interest on student loans.
Acknowledging the current reality of Student Financial Assistance, the NBSA urges the
Government of New Brunswick to adjust the student loan interest rate to reflect the trend of
decreased default rates across the country, generally, and in New Brunswick, specifically. More
specifically, the NBSA, in conjunction with CASA, advocate to reduce interest rates to the real
cost of government borrowing, or the interest paid on the bond issued to finance the loan.
Adjusting the interest rate will more accurately reflect the government’s actual cost of
borrowing and ensure the reduction of students’ overall debt burden.

The Canadian University Survey Consortium’s 2009 report indicates that, on average, students
of post-secondary education graduate with an average of $26,680 in student loans and an
average total debt load of $34,000.% If we consider the floating rate of prime plus 2.5%,
students can expect to accrue more than $7,600 in interest and over $12,000 with the fixed rate
of prime plus 5% during the standard 10-year repayment period." Statistics Canada affirms that
high debt loads increase the chances that recent graduates will relocate to more prosperous
regions or provinces and reduces the likelihood of savings and homeownership, consequently
negatively impacting the economy."

® canada Student Loans Program Annual Report, 2007-2008 (Ottawa: Human Resources and Skills Development Canada, 2008), 38.
'° Graduating Student Survey, 2009, Prepared for the Canadian University Survey Consortium (Ottawa: Prairie Research Associates
Incorporated, 2009), 90.

! Smart Choices: A Practical Plan to Improve Access, Affodability, Innovation and Quality in Canada’s Post-Secondary Education
System (Ottawa: Canadian Alliance of Student Associations, 2010), 13.

2 May Luong, The Financial Impact of Student Loans (Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 2010). http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/75-001-
x/2010101/article/11073-eng.htm.
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4) Timely Completion Benefit Program

The NBSA acknowledges and commends the progress made with the
implementation of the New Brunswick Timely Completion Benefit.
During the 2009-10 fiscal year, 580 students were helped by the
program utilizing a total of $6.5 million. Although the NBSA
acknowledges that this is an improvement over the lack of previous
programming there remain crucial changes that must be made to
expand the Program to meet the needs of New Brunswick students.

The Government of New Brunswick projected that about 1,200
students would benefit from the program and budgeted $11 million
during its first year. Although the projections are accurate in terms of
how many students are in need of the funding, the government
applied restrictions in order to ensure the uptake would be at or
below the projected values. Due to the fact that a large number of
students are not able to utilize the Timely Completion Benefit due to
said restrictions, the result is unused money originally budgeted for
students who are in need. The NBSA urges the Government of New
Brunswick to make the TCBP more accessible to students by
expanding the eligibility of the program.

The NBSA believes that this should be done by disbursing grants on an
annual basis rather than at the end of a student’s program, and
thereby capping student debt annually. This type of distribution will
help students who have to leave their program abruptly for
extenuating circumstances. Employing this model will allow students
access to debt relief without waiting until they re-enter the system
and complete their degree.

According to research by the Canadian Millennium Scholarship
Foundation, students who have annual debt loads of greater than
$7000 annually have lower completion rates than students with lower
debt loads. In the 2007 review of the New Brunswick post-secondary
education system, it was recognized that student debt must be
reduced significantly and recommend very specific actions. Most
importantly, it acknowledged that average student debt in the
province at the time was $32,000 and that government grants (16% of
financial aid) were far outnumbered by repayable loans."* Addressing
this disparity is crucial. Therefore, the NBSA urges the government of
New Brunswick to adopt an annual debt cap of $6000, a benchmark
that would make New Brunswick a national leader, and increase the
percentage of financial aid distributed through non-repayable grants
from the current 16% to the national average of 30%.

Consider This...

A student leaves their program
before the start of their fourth
year to take care of a family
member. After doing this for two
years they re-enter the post
secondary system and begin the
fourth year of their program. The
student graduates and completes
their degree in four years of study
and is thereby eligible for the
Timely Completion program.
However, this student will have
entered into repayment on their
loan in between their third and
fourth year of study thus
accumulating interest on their
loan total prior to a loan total
reduction by the TCBP.

These students have little support
from the student financial system
during their time of study and
during their time of need. If the
program was distributed on an
annual basis, the student
mentioned above would have had
their loan reduced for each year
of study while they were in the
program. Because aid is given to
the student up front, if they are
required to leave their program
for extenuating circumstances
they would receive their funding
when it is needed and without
unwarranted complications such
as the application and appeal
processes.

B Rick Miner and Jacques L’Ecuyer, Commission on Post-Secondary Education in New Brunswick (Fredericton: Department of Post-

Secondary Education, Training and Labour, 2007), 37.
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Additionally, the Maritime Provinces Higher Education Commission (MPHEC) has released
compelling evidence to support debt-reduction strategies by Maritime governments. Six-in-ten
Maritime students borrow money to finance their first degree, of them 36% borrow more than
$30,000 over the course of their education.'® Therefore, by reducing debt on an annual basis for
students the program will be able to increase completion rates and allow students to receive
funding when they need it.

The Timely Completion Program should be expanded to a Time (of program) + One (academic
year). This would allow a buffer year to finish one’s degree, as is the case with the debt
assistance in Newfoundland. Under this proposal, a student would be provided with an extra
year to complete their degree. This measure would allow a greater number of New Brunswick
graduates to receive debt relief. There are a multitude of reasons why students are unable to
complete their degree in the time allotted to them by an institution. An appeals process is
currently in place to resolve such grievances but many students are unaware of, or unable to file
an appeal. Much of the criticism surrounding the expansion of the TCB focuses on the increased
costs if there was an unlimited length of study. The Time + One modification would ease
concerns regarding the costs that an unlimited-term program might have. However, this
program must continue to be accompanied by a provision to allow for extenuating
circumstances that students might encounter. Students attempting to overcome physical or
mental disabilities and students with dependents need to be given proper flexibility and support
so they can have the resources they require to succeed.

5) Evaluating Student Financial Support

Looking historically at student financial aid developments in New Brunswick, several programs
have been introduced with the intention of improving access to post-secondary education. In
the 2005-06 provincial budget, the government announced the $10,000 New Brunswick Tuition
Tax Cash Back program®™, a program that was modified in the 2009-10 provincial budget to be
increased to a $20,000 tuition rebate'®. This altered program builds on the concept that tuition
tax rebates encourage population retention and limit student outmigration post-graduation.
The MPHEC study referred to above surveyed the graduating class of 2003 five years after their
graduation. This established that 83% of students originally from outside of New Brunswick, who

" Five Years On: A Survey of Class of 2003 Maritime University Graduates (Fredericton: Maritime Provinces Higher Education
Commission, 2010), 10.

!> Government of New Brunswick, Press Release. http://www.gnb.ca/cnb/news/fin/2005e0418fn.htm.

'® Government of New Brunswick, http://www.gnb.ca/0162/tax/NBTR/About_the_program-e.asp.
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studied in New Brunswick, were remaining in the province five years after completing their
studies.”” This graduating class, however, was not eligible for the tuition tax rebate which began
for graduates from 2005 and onward. More data is required to ensure that government
investments are fostering the desired results.

This exemplifies the necessity that evaluation mechanisms be established to inform public policy
decisions regarding financial assistance.

Further programs, such as the Timely Completion Benefit and the Repayment Assistance Plan
have potential to impact student access, persistence, and post-graduation retention; still, little
information is being collected, analyzed, and made publicly available. It is imperative that the
Department of Post-Secondary Education, Training, and Labour (PETL) create mechanisms to
evaluate all forms to student financial assistance to make responsible policy decisions that
optimize student success metrics.

PETL readily shares research and studies that have been carried out provincially and nationally
with respect to New Brunswick post-secondary education. Yet the information made available is
not comprehensive enough to inform policy solutions with respect to student support. There
have been no studies which review the success of the Tuition Tax Rebate, the former $2000 First
Year Student Bursary, the Timely Completion Benefit, or the Repayment Assistance Plan.'®

6) Improving Access Through Early Outreach

There are many benefits to individuals and society as a result of post-secondary education;
whether a student chooses university or college, their quality of life and the quality of life for all
New Brunswickers increases exponentially. High schools students and their parents are
increasingly recognizing this reality, as evidenced by increasingly enrolment. It is important to
acknowledge which segments of the population are pursuing further education. The
participation gap between high- and low-income citizens has widened and policy solutions must
be examined.

Y Five Years On: A Survey of Class of 2003 Maritime University Graduates (Fredericton: Maritime Provinces Higher Education
Commission, 2010), 15.
'8 Department of Post-Secondary Education, Training and Labour. http://www.mphec.ca/resources/FiveYearsOn_GFU_2008En.pdf.
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There are a number of key groups who have been marginalized from post-secondary
opportunities, namely youth from low-income families, rural students, children from families
with little or no post-secondary education, and Aboriginal peoples. These groups are
exceedingly underrepresented in higher education. One of the largest barriers for marginalized
groups is the continued overestimation of post-secondary education, paired with discounting
the inevitable benefits of attaining such an education.”

A responsible government would implement a long-term program of early outreach to
encourage youth of all backgrounds to participate in post-secondary education. The program
must be focused on but not limited to financial barriers; a coordinated approach to early-notice,
targeted merit-, and need-based financial assistance, coupled with academic support,
mentorship, tutoring, and information awareness initiatives.?

' The llliteracy of the Literate: The Lack of Financial Aid Knowledge among Canadian University Students, (Ottawa: Canadian Alliance
of Student Associations, 2010).

% Joseph Berger, “Participation in Post-Secondary Education: Recent Trends,” in Price of Knowledge: Access and Student Finance in
Canada, ed. Joseph Berger, Anne Motte, and Andrew Parkin, 25-62. (Ottawa: Millennium Scholarship Foundation, 2009), 176.
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