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Few Canadians find themselves at a loss when asked

to list those things that make their society different

from that of their American neighbours. Free 

health care and gun control inevitably top the 

list. Other items might include a preference for

multiculturalism over the melting pot, a more liberal

interpretation of equality rights and a less vengeful

approach to criminal justice. Many might also

mention a greater willingness to redistribute wealth,

whether from region to region through equalization,

or across income groups through a more progressive

tax system. Given the assumption that Canadian

social policy is more egalitarian than its American

counterpart, most would likely assume that edu-

cation in Canada is more affordable—that it is easier

for Canadians of modest means to gain access 

to college or university than it is for those south of

the border. Certainly everyone has heard of the

astoundingly high tuition fees that await those who

venture to Princeton or Yale.

For these reasons, the conclusion reached by 

a new study on the affordability of university 

education in the two countries must be treated as

surprising. The study, commissioned by the Canada

Millennium Scholarship Foundation and published

by the Educational Policy Institute (EPI), finds that

for a four-year undergraduate education, “the out-

of-pocket expenses that a student and family must

cover in Canada are higher than those in the U.S.” 

A look at how Watson Scott Swail, EPI’s president and

the study’s author, reaches this conclusion provides

considerable insight into the issue of affordability in

the context of university education.

The first point to clarify is that Canadian uni-

versities are compared with public universities in the

U.S., not the private schools whose entrance fees are

so infamous. So the Ivy League institutions that first

come to mind when thinking about the supposed

high cost of education in the U.S. are excluded from

the analysis. (In 2000–01, five million students

attended public four-year universities in the U.S.,

while 2.7 million attended not-for-profit, private ones.)

Having established that the study will seek to

compare similar types of institutions, the author

proceeds to examine the relative costs. In brief, his

argument is as follows: while on the surface it may

look like university in Canada is less costly, the 

situation changes when the more generous system

of student financial assistance available to students

in the U.S. is taken into account. The availability 

of more assistance to students who need it makes

the U.S. system more affordable. The details of the

argument are as follows.

Based on 2000–01 figures, the report notes that

average tuition in Canada was $3,403, compared

with $4,251 (for in-state students) in the U.S. (all

figures are in Canadian dollars and have been

adjusted to account for the greater purchasing

power of the U.S. currency). The cost of room and

board at on-campus residences are then factored in.

These costs averaged $4,933 in Canada and $6,243 in

the U.S. The cost of attendance (tuition plus room

and board) is then calculated, and, as many might

have expected, this cost is considerably lower in

Canada than in the U.S. (see Table 1). 

The report then turns to consider the availa-

bility of student financial assistance. In Canada, 

$644 million in grants were provided to university

students by the federal and provincial governments

and by the Canada Millennium Scholarship

Foundation in 2000–01, for an average of $955 per

student.2 This compares poorly to the $7.7 billion 

in federal and state grant aid available in the 

U.S., an average of $1,562 per student. Thus the 

author emphasizes that the U.S. “provides almost 

50 percent more grant aid per student as do

Canadian governments.”

In addition, some institutions provide their own

grants: in 2000–01, Canadian universities provided

$551 million to their students, and U.S. institutions

provided $3.6 billion to theirs. This brings the total

amount of grants available on a per student basis to

$1,772 in Canada and $2,289 in the U.S.

In addition to grants, Canadian and American

governments provided students with loans to help

cover the costs incurred by their university students.

Taking this source of assistance into account, total

assistance rises to $4,017 per student in Canada 

1. Watson Scott Swail, The Affordability of University Education: A Perspective From Both Sides of the 49th Parallel (Washington, DC: Educational Policy
Institute, Inc., 2004). Available online at www.educationalpolicy.org. This study was commissioned by the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation.

2. Per-student costs are calculated on the basis of the number of Full Time Equivalent (FTE) students enrolled. FTE is a unit that includes full-time students
(equivalent to 1.0 FTE) and part-time students (equivalent to 0.33 FTE).
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and $6,318 in the U.S. Again, there is about one-and-

a-half times as much money available on a 

per-student basis in the U.S. than in Canada. 

In order to see which system is more affordable,

the author then combines the calculations related to

both costs and available aid. First, the average

amount of grant aid per student available from

governments and institutions is subtracted from the

average cost of attendance, to give the net cost of

attendance in each country. By this measure, Canada

remains more affordable: the net cost of attendance

is $6,564 compared with $8,205 in the U.S. Canadian

students pay a net cost equal to only 80 per cent of

what American students pay.

This is before loans are factored into the equation.

Once all available aid (grants and loans) is

subtracted from the cost of attendance, to give 

the “out-of-pocket” expenses students face in a 

given year of study, the study finds that—contrary 

to expectations—Canadians students face slightly

higher costs: $4,319 versus $4,176. The greater 

availability of student loans in the U.S. makes up for

the higher cost of attendance, meaning that an

American student would have to come up with less

cash-on-demand to access university education

than a Canadian student would. 

Does this mean that the U.S. system is really more

affordable? Swail argues that it does, and in precisely

the sense that it provides for more equitable access.

While tuition is relatively high in the U.S., there is

more aid available, something which matters more

to those with lower family incomes. Higher-income

students may face full tuition costs, but lower-

income students benefit greatly from aid (loans and

grants), so that ultimately, post-secondary education

remains relatively affordable for all. Swail concludes

that the U.S. high-tuition, high-aid model of funding

allows for a “redistribution of funding that takes into

consideration ability to pay. Under such a model,

jurisdictional authorities can reduce subsidies to

students and families who can afford to pay and

redirect those funds to students who have greater

financial need. The result is a more efficient system

of funding that provides funding to those who truly

need it.” By contrast, in the Canadian system, which

he describes as a low-tuition, low-aid system, 

“a general subsidy takes the place of targeted subsi-

dies to needier students.” Thus, not only do students

face greater average out-of-pocket expenses, but,

crucially, there is less aid available to help those

most in need.

The key point is that the notion of affordability is

understood here in a way that takes into account

both students’ costs and the resources available to

them in the form of loans and grants. This means,

however, that part of what makes the U.S. system

more affordable is the willingness of lower-income

students to take on the levels of debt needed to cover

Note: Figures in this table refer to the annual cost of a four-year undergraduate university program. All figures are in Canadian dollars and
have been adjusted to account for the greater purchasing power of the U.S. currency.

Table 1: Cost of University Education in Canada and the United States

A Average Tuition $3,403 $4,251 80.1 %

B Room and Board $4,933 $6,243 79.0%

A+B Cost of Attendance $8,336 $10,494 79.4%

C Grants Per Student $955 $1,562 61.1%

D Total Grants $1,772 $2,289 77.4%
(Including Institutional 
Grants) Per Student

(A+B) - (D) Net Cost of Attendance $6,564 $8,205 80.0%

E Total Aid per Student $4,017 $6,318 63.6%
(Grants plus Loans)

(A+B) - E Out-of-Pocket Expenses $4,319 $4,176 103.4%

Item U.S.Canada

Canadian Amounts
Relative to

American Amounts
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the higher costs of attendance—since in the absence

of student loans, it is the Canadian system that

remains less costly. For many, this makes sense,

since the lifelong benefits to a lower-income person

of a university education far outweigh the short-term

costs of borrowing to finance the four years of study.

This argument is a sound one. At the same time, it

raises questions about the shorter-term impact of

student debt on graduates from low-income families

(the long-term advantages of the education they

obtain notwithstanding), and about the extent to

which the need to incur debt constitutes a disincen-

tive to traditionally disadvantaged students that 

effectively counteracts some of the incentive provided

by the high-aid system. A discussion of student debt

was well beyond the scope of the report, but, in

considering future comparative research, it would be

interesting to compare student debt levels, ease of

debt repayment, debt aversion and the impact of

debt across income groups in both countries.

Another point to take into account is the fact that

the benefit of any Canada-U.S. comparison is limited

because the cost of post-secondary education varies

considerably by province and state. In Canada, 

in 2000–01, average tuition in Quebec stood at 54 per

cent of the national average, and reached 136 per

cent in Nova Scotia. In the U.S., average tuition by

state ranged from 64 per cent of the national average

in Utah to 203 per cent in Vermont. Levels of available

student financial assistance vary by province and

state as well. As a result, Canada-U.S. comparisons

possibly obscure as much as they reveal. Many

students in the northeastern U.S.—one of the most

expensive American regions in which to attend

university—might cast an envious eye immediately

north of the border to Bishop’s or McGill, where

Quebec students pay the lowest tuition of any 

jurisdiction in the two countries.3 Students in Nova

Scotia, however, might want to rediscover their

Acadian roots and move to Louisiana, where the 

out-of-pocket cost of attendance is four times lower.

To illustrate these types of variations, four

selected provincial-state comparisons, made possible

by the data that EPI has published, are presented in

Table 2. Certainly, other pairs could have been

chosen, with different results. These examples

suffice, however, for the purpose of this discussion.

As shown in Table 2, in each case the cost of atten-

dance is lower in the Canadian province than the

U.S. state. In three out of four cases, the net cost of

3. It should be noted, however, that tuition fees can fluctuate according to a student’s province or country of origin. In Quebec, for instance, students who
are not residents of the province pay significantly higher tuition than do Quebecers. (The same is true of tuition in many U.S. states.)

* MFI = median family income.

Note: Figures in this table refer to the annual cost of a four-year undergraduate university program. All figures are in Canadian dollars and
have been adjusted to account for the greater purchasing power of the U.S. currency.

Table 2: Selected Province-State Comparisons

$ % MFI* $ % MFI $ % MFI
Nova Scotia 9,833 23 8,846 21 6,635 16
Massachusetts 11,162 15 8,831 12 3,158 4

Quebec 7,081 17 5,464 13 4,458 11
Vermont 15,563 26 11,410 19 5,402 9

Ontario 9,527 17 7,388 13 4,661 9
New York 12,433 20 9,102 15 5,454 9

British Columbia 6,181 13 4,137 8 1,685 3
California 11,630 18 9,286 14 5,674 9

Cost of Attendance
(COA)

Net Cost of Attendance
(COA minus Grants)

Out-of-Pocket
Expenses (COA minus

Grants and Loans)



Mil lennium Research Note  No.  I
I S  U N I V E R S I TY  E D U C AT I O N  I N  C A N A DA  M O R E  A F F O R DA B L E  T H A N  I N  T H E  U N I T E D  S TAT E S ? 4

attendance is also lower. In only two of the four cases

does the Canadian student face lower out-of-pocket

expenses, and in only one case is the out-of-pocket

cost clearly lower in Canada when measured against

median family income.

What these comparisons show—and what is

shown more clearly by the full range of data

presented in the EPI report—is that there are high-

cost as well as low-cost jurisdictions in both coun-

tries. Moreover, Canadians’ anecdotal assessments

of the relative costs in both countries are likely

shaped by the fact that costs tend to be higher in

many of the closest or best known states (New York,

Vermont, Michigan, Pennsylvania) and lowest in

those states that are further away (Louisiana,

Oklahoma, Utah). Added to this is the fact that the

availability of student financial assistance is rarely, if

ever, factored into the discussion, and it is easy to see

why Canadians assume that university education is

more affordable north of the border. 

The author of the report acknowledges that there

are difficulties in drawing international comparisons

because of the limitations of the data. For instance,

the calculations in the report take into account loan

remission programs in Canada, but not those in the

U.S. because of the unavailability of data. Education

tax credits, which have become a significant source

of assistance to Canadian students and their families,

are not included in either the Canadian or American

calculations because of the difficulties in obtaining

accurate and comparable data. The report also does

not factor in Canadian tuition cost increases (such as

the recent significant increases in B.C.) and other

developments since 2001. Finally, and perhaps most

importantly, the figures presented in the report are

obtained by taking per student averages of costs and

resources. These average figures do not reveal how

individual students in particular circumstances

actually fare within either system. Those who do not

qualify for student financial assistance will, of

course, find the Canadian system more affordable,

and clearly not all of these students will be from

high-income families. Without comparing actual

outcomes for individual students in different income

brackets, however, little can be said precisely about

which system is more affordable for whom.

Despite these limitations, the report makes a

useful contribution to the debate about the afford-

ability of post-secondary education in Canada. First,

it takes us beyond popular assumptions about social

policy in Canada and its neighbour and enables 

the discussion to proceed on a more concrete 

foundation. Second, it encourages us to take a

comprehensive approach to the notion of affordability

that takes both costs and available resources into

account. Third, it focuses attention productively on

the policy question of whether equitable access is best

promoted by keeping the cost of attendance down or

by providing adequate student financial assistance in

the form of loans and grants to those in need. 

Finally, it raises the question of whether the

Canadian system currently provides enough financial

assistance to post-secondary students, especially in

view of continuing cost increases. As Swail writes,

the situation is evolving: “Recent cost increases in

Canada suggest a move toward a high-cost system,

while new programs such as the Canada Millennium

Scholarship Foundation and the Canada Study

Grants suggest a move toward a high-aid system.

Still, the amount of aid available to Canadian

students is not what it needs to be.” If nothing else,

the report should prompt us to ask how it is that

American governments, which are often said to be

less activist than Canadian ones, nonetheless find it

possible to provide their university students with

considerably more loans and grants than their

Canadian counterparts.


