
Tuition Hikes: the big picture 
Right now! 
More than 100,000 students in Quebec are on strike this spring in 
opposition to the provincial government’s plan to raise university tuition 
fees.  Tuition is set to increase nearly 75% in the next five years, or 
$325 more every year starting in September 2012, amounting to an 
added financial load of $1,625 per student per year.  Combined with 
previous hikes, this will represent a 127% increase in tuition in Quebec 
over ten years (2007-2017). 

Along with 
the ever 
increasing 
role of 
private and 
corporate 
funding to 
t h e 
university, 
t u i t i o n 
i n c r e a s e s 
are part of 
a larger 
trend to shift the responsibility of higher education from society (via 
the federal and provincial governments) to the private sector.  The 
privatization of the university is a move towards the commodification of 
learning and constitutes an attack on a widely held view that education 
is a collective right and responsibility. 

As someone who may not know where to situate themselves in the 
debate, it is important to take a moment to reflect on some key 
questions.  What is education for?  What makes for a good education?  
Who should have the power to set and influence educational policy?  And 
how do the proposed university tuition hikes relate to these questions?    
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Neo-liberalism 
A good starting point, which is very much in tune with the question 
of what education is and who should control it, is the unpacking of 
the term neo-liberalism.   

Neo-liberalism is 
t h e  c u r r e n t 
political-economic 
trend emphasizing 
c o m p e t i t i o n , 
e c o n o m i c 
efficiency and the 
deregulation and 
privatization of 
state functions.  
N e o - l i b e r a l i s m 
prioritizes the 
extension of global market private relationships rather than the 
state provision of services (such as education and health care) for 
the well-being of the population. [1] 

This means that education is only understood as an “investment” to 
be made by individuals in order that they gain skills to enable them 
to contribute to the economy. [2] Many people would agree that 
over the last 3 decades at least, we have seen neo-liberal policies 
being put forward in almost all social, civic and previously 
‘common-good’ spaces.  In the context of education, the neo-liberal 
agenda puts economic efficiency and growth as priority number 
one and sidesteps systemic or social considerations in questioning 
why educational systems are successful or not. [3] Whose 
interests are being served by defining educational issues/problems/
solutions in only economic terms?   



Corporatization 
 
The Quebec Government wants corporations to play a larger role 
in university funding.  According to the Quebec Government 
budget document concerning the future of higher education [4], 
businesses are encouraged to increase their funding of 
universities and universities are encouraged to conduct more 
research for private interests.  York University is held up as an 
example for Quebec universities as it has drastically increased its 
reliance on private sources of funding.  The government suggests 
that these business-university partnerships will not decrease the 
quality of teaching or the neutrality of research but such claims 
do not hold up to scrutiny. 

Private funding disparities at McGill 

Since the Quebec government is calling on the increase in private 
funding for universities, it is natural to ask whose interests are 
served by this policy and how this trend will affect the quality of 
education at McGill?  We will use the gifts and contracts given to 
McGill University as an example.  The largest faculty at McGill in 
terms of enrollment is the Arts Faculty, followed by Science, 
Medicine, Continuing Education, Engineering, Management and 
Education, with an additional 13% of students in other, smaller 
faculties (Figure 1).  The faculties of Medicine, Engineering and 
Science receive the most private funding, with relatively little 
going to the Arts and Education Faculties (Figure 2). If this dis-
tribution of private funding remains the same as the relative con-
tributions of private interests increases compared to public 
sources, the Arts and Education Faculties will struggle to main-
tain the quality of their programs. 
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Wait a minute!! Isn’t that kind of ironic?!! 
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Academic Integrity Under Siege 

While the Quebec government may believe that increased private 
funding of universities will not contribute to an erosion of 
academic standards, there is strong evidence to the contrary [5]. 
For example, the Heartland Institute, which has been heavily 
funded by the oil industry, 
was recently revealed to be 
putt ing academics  on 
r e t a i n e r s  t o  s p r e a d 
disinformation concerning the 
validity of climate change 
s c i e n c e [ 6 ] .  A n o t h e r 
disturbing example is of the 
pharmaceutical company 
Boots suppressing the 
research of Dr. Betty Dong 
(UC-SF) for numerous years 
through the threat of a 
lawsuit as she found the drug 
to be no more effective than 
a less expensive drug [7]. 

Closer to home, a recent expose by the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation [8] indicated that a leading McGill researcher, Dr. 
John Corbett MacDonald, was revealed to be heavily funded by 
the asbestos industry while conducting his epidemiological studies 
on mesothelioma. His studies concluded that a ‘contaminant’ of 
white asbestos, tremolite, was the major cause of lung cancer and 
he himself declared white asbestos ‘innocuous’. McGill University 
has, belatedly, started a heavily criticized internal investigation of 
the matter [9]. Do we want more corporate-funded research 
that leads to negative societal effects?  
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The US: As the graph on the back of this zine points out, the 
corporatization and privatization of higher education is not a 
phenomenon that is unique to Quebec or Canada. In the U.S. 
attacks on the public funding of education have taken several 
forms. Corporate donations to institutions of higher education are 
the most rapidly-growing source of university funding in the US
[10]. Tuition hikes have affected all universities, but especially 
public institutions. At the same time, for-profit universities are on 
the rise, literally making the buying and selling of education into a 
business[11]. Since 1992 the number of for-profit colleges in the 
US has gone from near-zero to over 7,500[12] due to a change in 
the way the Department of Education allocates funding. Perhaps 
most troubling for American students in Quebec is the fact that 
US federal student aid has steadily replaced grant funding with 
loans and has recently announced that it will stop subsidizing 
graduate students' loans to remain interest-free while they are in 
school [13]. Together, these trends have been a boon for the 
financial industry: Student debt is now the fastest-growing 
sector in financial lending in the US[14] totally over $1 trillion
[15]. 

The UK: Students in the UK have been experiencing similar trends. 
Under the guise of creating a new “knowledge economy”, education 
in the UK has been systematically privatised since the 1980s as 
new for-profit universities have sought to position education as a 
key commodity for the British economy [16]. Tuition fees, first 
introduced in 1998, have been steadily on the rise, culminating in 
the recommendation in late 2010 to remove any cap on tuition 
fees.  The student protests in response to this massive 
deregulation were met with brutal repression that ushered in a 
new era of enhanced policing [17].  

Lessons from abroad.. . 
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Chile & the consequences of privatization 

Privatizing education has devastating consequences for everyone 
in society, but most importantly, for those with lower income. A 
blatant example of this phenomenon is Chile.  Let’s consider this 
example of what can happen when governments cut public funding 
in higher education: 

Before the coup d’état of 1973, all universities in Chile were 
funded by the government; students paid no fees [18], and higher 
education was a public responsibility. However, during the right-
wing dictatorship (1973-1990), a sweeping educational reform was 
introduced: private companies were given the chance to create 
their own educational institutions and public funding of higher 
education was drastically reduced by 35% in a couple of years[19]. 
Despite the fact that the democratic governments from 1990 on 
have increased the public expenditure in education the 
consequences of this educational reform were so are pervasive. 

Having students and their families pay for their education, has 
drastically limited access to university, such that only 1 in 4 
students from the lowest income families can attend [20]  A 
university student in Chile needs in average 500 USD every month 
to pay for tuition, transportation, food and school supplies (this 
doesn’t include rent), however, 80% of Chilean households do not 
earn 400 USD per month per capita. Since students are 
responsible for paying for their own education, those coming from 
low-income families are forced to borrow money in the form of 
government loans or worse, and most commonly, from private 
banks, whose interest are much higher. The government then 
imposes indebtedness onto students and their families and 
students end-up paying their credits decades after having 
graduated, if they graduate! Finally, the drop-out rates in Chile 
are incredibly high, reaching 72.5% in higher education [21].  
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view this zine with all sources cited on our wordpress site: 
mcgillgradmobilization.wordpress.com 
 
gsmg.mcgill@gmail.com 

The  GSMG  
(Graduat e  S tuden t  Mob i l i za t i on  Group)   
i s  c ompr i s ed  of  McGi l l  Un iv e r s i ty  g raduat e  
s tuden t s  who  oppose  tu i t i on  h ik e s  and  suppor t  
FREE EDUCATION fo r  ALL!   

http://www.facebook.com/gsmg.mcgill gsmg_mcgill 


