
VIEWPOINT

The idea of making higher education “free” 
in Quebec is hardly new, but recently, some 
politicians have revived the debate by  
promising to implement such a policy if 
elected.1 While this idea may seem attract-
ive at first glance, it would be costly for 
Quebec taxpayers, would not necessarily 
lead to more students graduating, and 
would also be unfair.

“FREE” TUITION, PRICE TAG: $1.3 BILLION
The very concept of “free” tuition is misleading. 
Since nothing is really free, what this really means is 
making taxpayers finance higher education, rather 
than the students who benefit directly from the ser-
vice. Already, students’ financial contribution in the 
form of tuition fees and related costs, which amount 
to a little more than $3,700 per student per year of 
university,2 represents just 16% of the revenues of 
Quebec universities. Direct subsidies granted by 
the various levels of government account for 62% 
of revenues, while the remainder comes from pri-
vate sources or from abroad.3 In Canada, only stu-
dents in Newfoundland and Labrador contribute 
less proportionally to the financing of their studies 
(see Figure 1).

Including the college network, the Quebec govern-
ment’s total spending on higher education amounts 
to a $5.6-billion annual bill for taxpayers;4 making it 
“free” for students would substantially increase this 
total. The abolition of university and college tuition 
fees and related costs would mean an extra $1.1 bil-
lion a year if applied solely to Quebec students, 
and $1.3 billion if extended to Canadian and for-
eign students. The cost would be $162 million at 
the college level and $1.1 billion at university, sup-
posing that the number of students remained 
constant.5

FREE TUITION, ACCESSIBILITY, AND 
GRADUATION RATES
The central argument invoked by those who favour 
this policy is that it would considerably improve ac-
cessibility to higher education. In fact, this is a myth.

Students’ decision to attend an establishment of higher 
learning depends above all on their aptitudes, their inter-
ests, and their family and social environments.6 These and 
other factors explain practically all of the gap between the 
enrolment rates of students from less privileged back-
grounds and those from families that are better-off; finan-
cial constraints explain just 12% of this gap.7

Moreover, while the accessibility of higher education is im-
portant in itself, the decisive element in the analysis of edu-
cational policies remains graduation rates. Indeed, the 
benefit of education for society is not just to have students 
sit in classrooms, but rather to have educated, trained 
workers that have degrees in hand allowing them to put 
their knowledge to good use.

By this measure, the demonstration of a link between the 
cost for students and the accessibility of higher education 
is not established. Quebec is, after Newfoundland and 
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Note: Tuition fees and related costs as a proportion of total university revenues. 
Source: Statistics Canada, Table 37-10-0026-01: Revenues of universities and degree-
granting colleges, 2016-2017.

Students’ contributions to the revenues 
of universities, by province, 2016-2017
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Labrador, the province where tuition fees and re-
lated costs are the lowest, yet the percentage of 
individuals aged 25 to 34 who have a university 
degree is well below the Canadian average. In 
comparison, Ontario has proportionally more 
graduates than Quebec in this age bracket (68% 
versus 57%), even if its tuition and related costs 
are more than twice as high.8

Different factors, cultural or demographic for ex-
ample, can explain the difference in the proportion 
of the population that pursues higher education. 
In Quebec, within the same educational system, 
francophones have a lower university graduation 
rate than their anglophone or allophone 
counterparts.9

As several economists have been saying for years, 
Quebec achieves good results when it comes to 
university attendance, but the higher education 
dropout rate remains high; in other words, we 
have many students, but not so many graduates. 
The issue is therefore not accessibility, but rather 
Quebec’s mediocre results when it comes to 
graduating students. Making higher learning 
“free” will not resolve this problem.10

Moreover, the student is the main beneficiary of 
his or her studies, with society receiving a far 
smaller benefit.11 In Quebec, the median income 
of university graduates is around $79,000 a year, 
versus $42,000 for those with a high school diplo-
ma, and a little over $56,000 for workers with a 
college degree.12 How could the government jus-
tify taking even more money from the 71% of 
Quebecers who do not have a university degree in 
order to pay a larger share of the total cost of the 
studies of those who will out-earn them in the 
future?13

Finally, one of the most significant arguments 
against the implementation of superficially free tu-
ition is that the studies of less fortunate students 
are already financed by government: An under-
graduate student whose parents earn less than 
$50,000 will receive $6,200 in financial assistance, 
including $3,650 of bursaries. Such a student will 
be able to pay nearly the entirety of his or her tu-
ition fees and related costs just with these 
bursaries.14
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CONCLUSION
Education is not free. The government devotes billions of 
dollars to it each year, ultimately paid for by taxpayers. The 
abolition of the various fees and costs that students must 
cover themselves would be expensive, ineffective, and un-
fair. It would also send the wrong message regarding the 
cost and value of higher education in a province that al-
ready undervalues it.

If fairness and the proper valuation of these studies is the 
goal, a better policy would be the adjustment of tuition 
fees as a function of the cost of different programs, accom-
panied by a corresponding adjustment in financial aid for 
students who need it.15


