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THE STATE OF GRADUATE STUDIES IN PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND: A PRE-BUDGET SUBMISSION

Graduate students play an es-
sential role at the University 
of Prince Edward Island. The 
last 10 years have seen signifi-
cant growth in the number of 
graduate programs offered and 
the number of students pursu-
ing them. Graduate students 
conduct important research 
and development for the prov-
ince, and act as mentors and 
teachers to their peers. Looking 
ahead, the number of graduate 
students and the contribution 
they make to our community 
is set to grow. But despite this 
trend, Prince Edward Island 
is failing to make the invest-
ments necessary to ensure that 
both graduate students and 
the province benefit from this 

growth.
Financial supports and  

student services have not kept 
up with graduate student en-
rolment. This document out-
lines the concerns of graduate 
students in greater detail, and 
it makes recommendations on 
how best to start remedying 
them.

This document is a joint 

pre-budget submission from 
the University of Prince Ed-
ward Island Graduate Students’  
Association (UPEI GSA) and 
the Canadian Federation of 
Students (CFS). The UPEI 
GSA, Local 70 of the CFS, is 
a duly incorporated body 
formed to protect and pro-
mote the interests of graduate 
students and post-doctoral  
fellows at the Unversity of  
Prince Edward Island. The 
CFS is Canada’s national stu-
dent movement, representing 
650,000 members and over 80 
student unions from coast to 
coast. The CFS was founded 
in 1981 at a meeting held in 
Charlottetown, Prince Edward 
Island. 

INTRODUCTION

 Looking ahead, 
the number of 
graduate students 
and the contribution 
they make to our 
community is set 
to grow.
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ENROLMENT

In fall 2015, Prince Edward 
Island was host to 4272 uni-
versity students. 63% of these 
students came from within the 
province, 22% were from other 
Canadian provinces, and 15% 
were international students. 
Considering that over one third 
of students are from outside of 
the province, Prince Edward 
Island has become a national 
and international destination 
for students looking to pursue 
a quality post-secondary edu-

cation. Even as the percentage 
of provincial residents attend-
ing UPEI drops, this group con-
tracted by nearly 13% over the 
past ten years, increased enrol-
ment from outside of Prince 
Edward Island has offset the 
impact.

Despite overall universi-
ty enrolment dropping in the 
Maritimes last year, Prince 
Edward Island bucked this 
trend, and has seen enrolment 
grow every year over the past 

decade. Since 2011, graduate 
student enrolment has primar-
ily driven this growth. Between 
2005 and 2015, total university 
enrolment grew from 3,888 stu-
dents to 4,272. Undergraduate 
enrolment grew from 3,686 to 
3,852, peaking at 4,171 in 2011. 
Graduate student enrolment 
grew from 202 to 420 over the 
same time period. This is a sub-
stantial increase of 145.6%.

UNDERGRADUATE
STUDENT ENROLMENT CHANGE OVER

ϮϬϭϰͳϭϱ 1 YEAR ϱ�z��Z^ 10 YEARS

DĂƌŝƟŵĞƐ 58,592 -1.8% -0.5% -9%

EĞǁ��ƌƵŶƐǁŝĐŬ 17,918 -4.8% -9.3% -20.4%

EŽǀĂ�^ĐŽƟĂ 36,822 -0.3% 4.6% -3.3%

WƌŝŶĐĞ��ĚǁĂƌĚ�/ƐůĂŶĚ 3,852 -0.7% -2.1% 0.8%
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This trend of graduate student 
enrolment growth is a nation-
al phenomenon. Between 2002 
and 2012, enrolment in gradu-
ate studies grew by 56.5% na-
tion wide. If Prince Edward 
Island is to remain a desirable 
destination for students across 
Canada and around the world, 

then investing in graduate 
studies is essential. Despite the 
growing significance of gradu-
ate students, the University of 
Prince Edward Island does not 
even have a dedicated school of 
graduate studies. Graduate stu-
dents also lack dedicated space 
on campus, and in some depart-

ments receive poor compensa-
tion for lab and teaching work. 
Thankfully, UPEI appears to be 
taking steps to redress some of 
these issues. However, the pro-
vincial government must also 
play a more active role in work-
ing to attract and retain gradu-
ate students in the province.

GRADUATE STUDENT 
ENROLMENT CHANGE OVER

ϮϬϭϰͳϭϱ 1 YEAR ϱ�z��Z^ 10 YEARS

DĂƌŝƟŵĞƐ 9,835 — — —

EĞǁ��ƌƵŶƐǁŝĐŬ 2,200 -8.5% -10.7% 8.1%

EŽǀĂ�^ĐŽƟĂ 7,215 -0.9% 5.1% 15%

WƌŝŶĐĞ��ĚǁĂƌĚ�/ƐůĂŶĚ 420 25.4% 40.5% 145.6%

TOTAL STUDENT 
ENROLMENT CHANGE OVER

ϮϬϭϰͳϭϱ 1 YEAR ϱ�z��Z^ 10 YEARS

DĂƌŝƟŵĞƐ 68,427 -1.8% -0.1% -6.1%

EĞǁ��ƌƵŶƐǁŝĐŬ 20,118 -5.2% -9.5% -18.1%

EŽǀĂ�^ĐŽƟĂ 44,037 -0.4% 4.7% -0.7%

WƌŝŶĐĞ��ĚǁĂƌĚ�/ƐůĂŶĚ 4,272 1.4% 0.9% 7%
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FEES
As graduate student enrolment 
rises across Canada, so too do 
the barriers these students face 
in pursuing their studies. Tui-
tion fees for graduate students 
continue to rise across the 
country, and financial supports 
have not kept pace. 

Average graduate tuition 

fees in Prince Edward Island 
are $4,956 a year, ranging from 
a high of $16,500 for students 
pursuing a Master of Business 
Administration, to $3,819 for 
students pursuing a Master of 
Arts, Science, Nursing, or Vet-
erinary Science. Tuition fees 
are not the only fees graduate 

students are required to pay. 
Depending on their program, 
students must pay between 
$523 and $673 a year in admin-
istrative fees. International 
students are required to pay an 
additional $6,622 a year. 

UPEI GRAD FEES 2015-16
DĂƐƚĞƌ�ŽĨ��ƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ

DĂƐƚĞƌ�ŽĨ��ĚƵĐĂƟŽŶ 
�ŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ��ŽůůĞŐĞƐ

DĂƐƚĞƌ�ŽĨ��ƉƉůŝĞĚ
,ĞĂůƚŚ�ZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ

WŚ���ĚƵĐĂƟŽŶĂů�^ƚƵĚŝĞƐ

WŚ��ŝŶ�sĞƚĞƌŝŶĂƌǇ�^ĐŝĞŶĐĞ

DĂƐƚĞƌ�ŽĨ��ĚƵĐĂƟŽŶ�
'ůŽďĂů�WĞƌƐƉĞĐƟǀĞƐ

DĂƐƚĞƌƐ�ŽĨ��ĚƵĐĂƟŽŶ
/ŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ

DĂƐƚĞƌ�ŽĨ��ĚƵĐĂƟŽŶ��
ϮϭƐƚ��ĞŶƚƵƌǇ

DĂƐƚĞƌ�ŽĨ��ƌƚƐ�ŝŶ�
/ƐůĂŶĚ�^ƚƵĚŝĞƐ
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Graduate student fees in Prince 
Edward Island are lower than 
the national average, which 
currently sits $6,432 a year, but 
are the third fastest growing in 
Canada, seeing 2.5% growth last 
year. Fee increases have conse-
quences beyond being able to 
access a post-secondary edu-
cation. Across Canada, grad-
uate students are completing 
their degrees with higher and 
higher debt loads. Average debt 
loads for graduate students are 
$26,600. This number does not 

take into account private debt 
loads. 

It is against the long-term 
economic interests of Prince 
Edward Island to continue in-
debting its students. Relying 
on debt to finance education 
means that the full impact of 
high tuition fees is delayed un-
til after graduation, as indebt-
ed graduates have less avail-
able funds with which to begin 
their lives. At a time when the 
province needs to encourage 
graduates to buy a home, start 

a family, and pursue entrepre-
neurship, high student debt 
discourages all of these things. 
The high upfront cost to obtain 
both an undergraduate and 
graduate education is a barrier 
that can prevent those in need 
of financial assistance from be-
ing able to fully participate in 
the economy for upwards of 
10 years post-graduation. All of 
these factors depress the eco-
nomic contribution by gradu-
ates and lead to a stagnant 
economy.
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SUPPORT
While graduate student enrolment and fees have increased, funding to support graduate students in 
Prince Edward Island and across Canada has stagnated. At the Federal level, graduate students have ac-
cess to the Canada Graduate Scholarship program. Despite graduate student enrolment increasing by 
more than 50% over the last decade, this pool of money has stayed the same. The nation wide result of 
this is that more and more graduate students simply cannot afford to continue pursuing their studies. 

The majority of graduate students who do not secure external funding, such as the Canada Graduate 
Scholarship, live well below the poverty line. Single students from low-income families, graduate stu-
dents with young children, and international students are particularly vulnerable to financial hard-
ship. A graduate student’s living and working conditions have a direct impact on the quality of their 
research.
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Moreover, many graduate 
students begin families during 
or prior to their studies. Inter-
national students often arrive 
in Canada with spouses and 
growing households. Many 
students struggle with exist-
ing debt, and even with the 
funding they may receive from 
teaching or research assistant-
ships, remain well below the 
poverty line. High levels of debt 
affect completion rates with 
Canada ranking second-to-last 
amongst peer countries in PhD 
graduation rates. 

Prince Edward Island 
should take an immediate and 
active role in supporting grad-
uate students here at home. 
Provinces like Ontario and 
Nova Scotia have established 
provincial graduate scholar-
ship programs to do just this. 
Unfortunately, these programs 
are awarded to students whose 
studies relate to priority eco-
nomic sectors in these provinc-
es. Prince Edward Island should 
create their own dedicated 
bursary program for graduate 
students, but ensure that this 

money is awarded to depart-
ments based on enrolment. A 
modest investment of $250,000 
per year would create fifty of 
these scholarships, helping 
graduate students in all fields 
pursue their research. Depart-
ments should award these bur-
saries based on a needs assess-
ment, with such an assessment 
to be developed in consultation 
with students and faculty. The 
government should invest a 
further $250,000 in 2017-18 
and 2018-19, so these bursaries 
will cover graduate students 
for the duration of their stud-
ies. The province should con-
tinue working with the UPEI 
GSA and with the CFS to create 
and grow such a program and 
establish additional supports 
with the long-term goal of re-
ducing graduate student fees.

Graduate students do have 
access to some provincial fund-
ing through Innovation PEI. 
However this money can only 
be accessed if their research 
is industry-related. Research 
shows that tying public sector 
research to private sector goals 

actually reduces innovation in 
both the public and private sec-
tors. Since 2009, governments 
have invested heavily in private 
sector research and develop-
ment. The result has been the 
private sector increasingly re-
lying on universities to do their 
research, and no longer invest-
ing in their own R&D capaci-
ty. This has had a detrimental 
affect on graduates looking 
to work in private sector labs 
upon completing their studies. 
Between 2009 and 2015, Cana-
da’s OECD ranking for innova-
tion slipped from 18th to 26th. 

Programs that tie public 
R&D funding to commercial 
outcomes are also notorious 
for failing to actually produce 
commercially viable research. 
In 2014, the nation wide suc-
cess rate of publicly subsidized 
commercial research was 
just 8%. Prince Edward Island 
should end the practice of sub-
sidizing private sector research 
and development, and instead 
invest in its own students.

Mary MacPhee
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RECOMMENDATION
 Æ Create a graduate bursary program to create 50 scholarships, to be allocated through 

departments based on enrolment: $250,000
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According to the Conference Board of Canada, Prince Edward Island has the lowest innovation ca-
pacity ranking in Canada. This is a direct result of low private sector investment in R&D and a failure 
to employ research staff in both the public and private sectors.
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