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Ms. Bronwen Cunningham 
Postsecondary Education, Training and Labour 
P.O. Box 6000 
Fredericton, NB E3B5H1 

Subject: New Brunswick Student Financial Assistance Program 

Dear Ms. Cunningham, 

We’re appreciative of the opportunity to discuss the Free Tuition Program and Tuition 
Relief for the Middle Class Program. The following are our responses to the questions 
posed for review: 

1. The Free Tuition Program and the Tuition Relief for the Middle Class Program 
A. What impact have the Free Tuition Program and Tuition Relief for the Middle Class 

program had on: 
- The New Brunswick students your organization represent 
- Access to PSE for New Brunswickers 

The New Brunswick Student Alliance believes that postsecondary education is 
fundamental to New Brunswick’s future success. Postsecondary education contributes to 
the province’s economy, with skilled graduates forming the future of New Brunswick’s 
labour force. The New Brunswick Student Alliance represents over 12,000 postsecondary 
students on four campuses, representing three of the four public universities in the 
province.  

In the most recent academic year (2017-2018), 7,744 New Brunswick students received 
over $17 million in financial aid from the Free Tuition Program and the Tuition Relief for the 
Middle Class program, 78 per cent of which are represented by the New Brunswick 
Student Alliance. This investment in postsecondary students is addressing the financial 
barriers that have previously made the opportunity to render education entirely 
inaccessible.  

Studies have shown that as the cost of pursuing a postsecondary education rises, low 
and middle income individuals are more likely to forgo the risk of enrollment. The Free 
Tuition Program and the Tuition Relief for the Middle Class program help alleviate the 
financial barriers students face upon entry into higher education. By having meaningful 
up front, financial assistance upon entry, students are much less discouraged by the 
sticker price of obtaining an education. 
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The Free Tuition Program and Tuition Relief for the Middle Class should not be explicitly 
used as retention tools. However, these programs benefit New Brunswick students, from a 
low or middle income families, who choose to pursue postsecondary education within 
the province. While they are not explicitly retention tools, because these programs are 
only available to New Brunswick students if they attend universities or colleges within the 
province, they can have a considerable effect on students’ decision to remain within the 
province. By reducing the level of debt that New Brunswick students face upon 
graduation these programs will provide students with the option to stay within the 
province, instead of looking elsewhere for employment to begin tackling their debt.     

Furthermore, nearly three quarters of New Brunswick students currently rely on student 
financial aid to support their education and those who graduate with debt carry an 
average debt of $35,200 upon graduation, which is well over the national average of 
$22,300. High debt levels are linked to poor economic growth and outmigration. The Free 
Tuition Program and the Tuition Relief for the Middle Class have the potential to reduce 
this debt for many New Brunswick students. By alleviating the financial burden that 
students face after graduation these programs will allow students to be successful in this 
province and in our communities, by becoming meaningful contributors to New 
Brunswick’s economy.  

A 2014 study completed by Higher Education Strategy Associates showed that only 2 per 
cent of students said that a tax credit of up to $20,000 would have an impact on where 
they chose to live after graduation. Therefore, when discussing retaining New Brunswick 
postsecondary graduates, it is important to look at programs that integrate students into 
New Brunswick’s work force and have a positive influence on their quality of life following 
graduation.  

The Throne Speech cites a decline in postsecondary enrollment under the Gallant 
government as a potential indicator of the lack of effectiveness of these programs. 
However, this decline in enrollment extends far beyond the Gallant government. Instead, 
this enrollment decline can largely be attributed to New Brunswick’s poignant 
demographic challenges, including a lower birth rate in the late 1990s. If this program is 
deemed effective based up enrollment numbers, it is difficult to measure due to 
demographic challenges New Brunswick is facing. As a result of these challenges there 
are simply fewer postsecondary students in the province. If this program is deemed 
effective based upon the number of lower income students in the province, then the 
program has been a resounding success.  

A recent study completed by the Higher Education Strategy Associates in 2018, which 
provided a global assessment of Targeted Free Tuition (TFT) programs, of which the FTP/
TRMC suite is one, celebrated New Brunswick’s financial assistance programs. New 
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Brunswick emerged, not only as a national leader, but as a global leader in providing 
meaningful and impactful financial assistance to students through the Free Tuition 
Program and the Tuition Relief for the Middle Class program.  

B. Have you encountered any challenges in relation to the Free Tuition Program and 
the Tuition Relief for the Middle Class Program?  

While the Alliance applauds and supports the current versions of the programs, we do 
have a few suggestions to improve the accessibility of these programs for our members 
and for students in the province.  

First, credit checks are completed for students to access these non-repayable, needs 
based financial assistance programs. Individuals from a low income family, marginalized 
backgrounds, and young people statistically have lower credit scores and this may 
impact their ability to access financial assistance. Therefore, requiring credit checks to 
access non-repayable grants can further marginalize these groups. Separating the grant 
and loan process would allow for the removal of credit cheques from grant applications, 
a similar approach is used with the Ontario Student Assistance Program.  

The New Brunswick Student Alliance has advocated, and continues to advocate for the 
removal of credit checks from grant applications. This is because students who are 
eligible for the Free Tuition Program and the Tuition Relief for the Middle Class must apply 
for both the grants and student loans to be eligible. Many individuals from low income 
families tend to be loan averse due to concerns about repayment and impact on credit 
scores. By having an application form for students who only wish to apply for grants, this 
will ease the fear some students and their families may feel when they see the loan 
application appear. It is essential to recall that students from low to middle income 
families are the exact demographic these programs are designed to support. Therefore, 
in addition to providing the financial or monetary support, it is equally as important that 
the application process be accessible. This aids in ensuring that all those who qualify for 
assistance under the Free Tuition Program and Tuition Relief for the Middle Class suite, do 
in fact apply and receive this support.  

Second, the New Brunswick Student Alliance recommends that the programs be 
expanded to include part-time students. Because students may often choose to take 
their education part-time due to financial difficulties, the necessity to work while in-study, 
or having dependents, these programs are currently excluding a considerable portion of 
students who would greatly benefit from this support.  
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Third, the Alliance recommendations that the Free Tuition Program and Tuition Relief for 
the Middle Class be expanded to include law students. Currently, other professional 
undergraduate university programs, such as social work, and, education, are included 
but law students are not. Despite requests for more information on this exclusion as an 
outlier among other included professional programs, the Gallant government did not 
provide a comprehensive or reasonable rationale to justify the exclusion of law students 
from these programs.    

The Free Tuition Program and the Tuition Relief for the Middle Class program positively 
impact students in the province. By further improving and adjusting to the feedback 
provided by students, New Brunswick can continue to be world leaders in providing 
meaningful and progressive  student financial assistance.  

2. Cancelled education and tuition tax credits; and the former New Brunswick 
Tuition Rebate 
A. In general, what impact did the education and tuition tax credits and the New 

Brunswick Tuition Rebate have on access to post-secondary education for 
New Brunswickers? 

Although the New Brunswick Tuition Rebate provided significant financial assistance after 
students graduated, a study completed in 2007 by CD Howe, Canada’s Tuition and 
Education Tax Credit, showed that a significant portion of students tax credits were used 
by parents following their child’s graduation. Further, educational tax credits 
disproportionality benefit families and graduates who are the least in financial need. In 
2013-2014, 42 per cent of the total tax credits were distributed to individuals who earned 
more than $80,000 per year. This demonstrates that the tax credits were not supporting 
postsecondary graduates who struggled to find employment or were underemployed 
post-graduation.    

Studies have shown that these types of credits do little to increase or encourage 
enrollment and fail to provide any financial support to postsecondary students while in-
study. This means for students from low-income families, the possibility of receiving tax 
credits years after graduation does little to encourage them to apply or go to university 
or college in the first place. The up front, needs based assistance provided through the 
Free Tuition Program and Tuition Relief for the Middle Class suite, however, removes 
certain financial barriers. The Alliance has heard anecdotally from students from low-
income families on our four member campuses that since the introduction of these 
programs, students are entering postsecondary who did not previously believe higher 
education was a possibility for them.  



�

The reinvestment of the funds that were previously used for the Tuition Rebate into a 
meaningful non-repayable grant system which prioritized students from low income 
families through the Tuition Access Bursary (now called the Free Tuition Plan) was a 
positive first step towards addressing the inequality within the province. The addition of a 
sliding scale program, now known as the Free Tuition Program and Tuition Relief for the 
Middle Class Program, have further expanded the availability to financial assistance. The 
Alliance believes that these programs provide more effective and equitable assistance 
to students within the province. They also ensure that one’s financial background does 
not prohibit them from accessing a postsecondary education or limit their potentials 
within the labour force. 

B. What was the impact of the cancelation of the education and tuition tax 
credits and the New Brunswick Tuition Rebate on the students your 
organization represents? 

Students most immediately affected by the cancellation of the tax credits were those 
who fell outside the TAB’s $60,000 hard cut-off, as they no longer had access to the post-
graduation monies offered by the credits, nor the up-front aid from the TAB. The hard cut-
off remained even though students coming from these families were still part of the 
middle class, and they were consequently worse off as they had no longer had access 
to the Tuition Rebate Program, nor did they qualify for the Tuition Access Bursary. Because 
this presented a significant gap in the program, our organisation immediately began 
advocating for the addition of a sliding scale which would take into account income 
and family size when determining the amount of non-refundable financial assistance 
that students could access.  

Overall, the loss of the Tuition Rebate Program and introduction the Free Tuition Program 
and Tuition Relief for the Middle Class suite, did burden a specific cohort of New 
Brunswick’s postsecondary students due to poor implementation. Because the broad 
based tax credits were cancelled outright and not phased out, there is a cohort of 
students who unfortunately missed out on any type of support from both programs.  

Although the New Brunswick Student Alliance firmly supports the increased up front, 
needs based assistance through the Free Tuition Program and Tuition Relief for the 
Middle Class, the Alliance believes that the implementation of these new programs 
could have been improved to coordinate a more cohesive transition from the tax credit 
system to the increased grants. This is where eliminating interest on student loans and 
overhauling the Timely Completion Benefit to provide a more effective means of debt 
relief for graduates, particularly those who fell within the gap of the removal of the tax 
credits and introduction of the Free Tuition Program and Tuition Relief for the Middle 
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Class, would be a significant improvement in New Brunswick’s postsecondary sphere. We 
urge the government to consider these proposals as further improvements and a means 
to rectify the adverse effects of the implementation of these programs. 

The New Brunswick Student Alliance believes that the overall move from the Tuition 
Rebate Program to the Free Tuition Program and Tuition Relief for the Middle Class, was a 
markedly positive change to student financial aid in New Brunswick. The programs 
provide much more effective, up front assistance through the form of a non-repayable 
grant, to the New Brunswick students who need it the most. The loss of the Tuition Rebate 
Program resulted in the addition of a much more effective, progressive, and equitable 
support for postsecondary students in New Brunswick.  

The Alliance looks forward to viewing the complete effects of these programs after a full 
cohort of postsecondary students has had access to these programs throughout their 
education. However, even in these early years of the programs, it is clear that the Free 
Tuition Program and Tuition Relief for the Middle Class, stands to have exceptional 
impacts on New Brunswick’s postsecondary fabric and the province as a whole through 
opening the option to attend postsecondary education to those from lower income 
backgrounds.  

One of the current government’s overarching goals, which is reflected in the Throne 
Speech, is to provide a world class education system. The Alliance knows that part of 
having a truly world class education system is ensuring that it is a system which is 
accessible and affordable to all New Brunswickers. The introduction of the Free Tuition 
Program and Tuition Relief for the Middle Class was a historic and significant step in the 
right direction, allowing New Brunswick to emerge as a leader in progressive student 
financial aid both nationally and internationally. As a result of this, moving away from 
these programs could only be seen as a step backwards.  

Thank you for this opportunity to discuss these programs, 

Emily Blue    Brianna Workman   Emma Miller  
Executive Director   Board Chair    Board Vice Chair


