
 
International Student Tuition 

- Limiting Increases to Ensure Predictability - 

BACKGROUNDER 
 
 

Ask 
 
The Alliance of British Columbia Students recommends the implementation of a 2% 
maximum annual increase on tuition by the BC government for international students, in 
line with the same cap which exists for domestic students’ tuition in the province. 
 

Unregulated and Unpredictable 
 

Domestic students are currently protected by BC’s Tuition Limit Policy, but no such 
protections exist for international students. Increases on international student tuition are 
currently unlimited by the provincial government, which has led to the tuition fees international 
students pay increasing at a much higher rate year over year than the tuition fees of their 
domestic counterparts . This lack of regulation poses unnecessary barriers to international 1

students being able to access quality post-secondary education in Canada by making increases 
based on profitability, rather than cost recovery and supporting international students’ academic 
needs.  
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The average international student tuition fee rate for a bachelor of arts degree at the 
University of British Columbia in 2015 was $26,399 but by 2018 had risen to $36,588.  This 2

means that a person taking a four-year program had their tuition increased 38% by the last year 
of their studies. Tuition for international students in undergraduate programs in BC has risen 
485% since 1991 , while comparatively, domestic tuition only rose 185% within the same 3

timeframe.  Tuition for international students in graduate programs was even more grim: rising 4

726% from 1991,  compared to a 332% rise for domestic students in the same timeframe.  5 6

These dramatic increases compound the stress that international students already experience 
due to discrimination and exclusion while they study in Canada.   7

 

Awareness of Inequity 
 

As international students spend more time in BC, they understandably begin to develop 
more concerns regarding their tuition costs, and become acutely aware of the large difference in 
how much they pay in comparison to their domestic counterparts, as well as just how much their 
tuition increases year over year.  The issue is also one of equity: prospective international 8

students from lower or middle income families are often completely priced out of the Canadian 
education market, decreasing their access to broader educational opportunities.  Across the 9

province, both domestic and international students have become more aware of the inequality 
that exists on their campuses, and have started petitioning their universities to try and secure 
fair treatment and dealing for all students, regardless of their status in Canada.  1011
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Financial Instability 
 
Unregulated tuition costs make estimating tuition year-to-year impossible. Though international 
students are required to prove that they have access to enough funding from their home country 
to finance their education in full before they are granted a study visa , when tuition cannot 12

accurately be predicted from one year to the next, there is no way for them to adequately 
ensure that they have enough funding set aside for their entire education before they come to 
Canada. To add to this, international students face federal limits on how much they are allowed 
to work in Canada while on a study visa , and many face discrimination in hiring practices or 13

experience language barriers which make finding work more challenging.  This makes it even 14

harder to keep up with tuition and living costs that just keep rising.  

Economic Contributions 
 
International students contributed 2.7 billion dollars to BC’s GDP in 2016, and their spending 
translated to 40,499 jobs across the province in the same year.  Their economic impact is 15

substantial, and the level of risk that the unpredictability of tuition rates introduces into the BC 
economy is concerning. International student tuition is considered one of the seven major 
economic sectors in BC.  In other countries where economies have had similar levels of 16

dependence on international student tuition, when international student rates declined, it 
resulted in largely negative economic impacts which took years to recover from.   17
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