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Scholar Dollars
Taxpayers contribute over $300,000,000 per year to universities. Do you ever 
wonder what you get for that money? Government demands remarkably little 
from the universities in the way of accountability. 

It is revealing that only one of the Department of Education’s seven goals 
concerns itself with post secondary education.It addresses issues of funding and 
tuition, and number of participants.

There is no effort to address questions of quality or relevance of the research 
and education provided by the universities. By contrast there are highly 
elaborated goals for education outcomes in primary and secondary education.

Our post secondary institutions (including Nova Scotia Community College) 
are extraordinarily important to the economic well being of the province. They 
provide over 11,000 direct jobs for faculty and staff and are major customers 
for many businesses. They are integral to the fabric of all their communities, 
and especially crucial to Wolfville and Antigonish. Universities are the largest 
venues for research in the province.

Most importantly these institutions provide the education needed for young 
people to succeed in the knowledge economy—teachers and engineers, 
accountants and lawyers, doctors and other health professionals, architects and 
planners, chemists and biologists, business leaders and information technology 
specialists, marketing and communications professionals, visual and performing 
artists and many others.

More is possible. The city of Pittsburgh provides an interesting example of 
how valuable universities can be. Pittsburgh lost almost all of its mainstay 
steel industry but instead of becoming a deteriorating shell like Detroit it has 
had,thanks to partnerships with its universities, an amazing rebirth as a center 
of the knowledge economy (see Appendix A).

Student tuitions and government grants to universities pay for education and 
produce research. Full time faculty typically divide their time between those 
two functions although adjunct faculty, usually less qualified, are usually used 
just for teaching. Because research informs the teaching process, particularly in 
senior and graduate programs, it is not possible to easily separate costs for the 
two. But a reasonable approximation is that two thrids of the taxpayer money –
say $200,000,000—is enabling paying for faculty research time, while the other 
$100,000,000 is subsidizing tuition rates.
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So how are the universities accountable for what they provide and how might 
that accountability be improved?

RESEARCH
Frequent production of high quality research has usually been the primary 
advancement tool for university faculty. The quality of the research is 
measured by recognition in the academic’s field, for example in prestigious 
academic Journals.

Questions of utility are not a focus and if they do arise the frame of reference 
is often global. But Nova Scotian taxpayers have a right to know what they get 
for their tax dollars. The case for research funding ultimately rests on taxpayer 
support for its social value.

University researchers contribute knowledge to a remarkably diverse range of 
topics. Some touch specifically on Nova Scotia such as fisheries research, local 
history and culture, or provincial geology and resource management. Other 
research in areas such as health care, materials science, or commerce can be of 
easily discernable value to Nova Scotians but no more so than others in Canada 
or the world. Finally there are research areas for which the utility in any context 
is not obvious. For an insight into the variety of approaches to research browse 
the references in “Related Topics”.

This is not to argue that funding for research should be reduced. Many 
potentially valuable areas are not getting enough attention. Are there 
jurisdictions that have stemmed the flow of people from rural to urban centers 
and what were their strategies? How can commute times in Halifax be reduced? 
Are our high schools providing graduates the right skills?

Likewise, as David Wheeler, former Dean of Management at Dalhousie stated 
in a recent presentation:

“We need a massive increase in the entrepreneurship support systems in our 
post-secondary institutions - especially to support the high tech start-ups in life 
sciences and green energy.”

To be really valuable a research effort must be relevant but also influential. 
That is, it has to provide persuasive and well considered information 
and arguments that can help provincial actors ( citizens, businesses, 
institutions, governments ) make better decisions.
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Provincial funding for research should not be reduced. But funding should 
favour research that is valuable in areas such as economic growth and public 
policy. This is not to replace research activity with advocacy. Rather it is to have 
academic research increase its contribution of high quality evidence –based 
thinking to questions important to our province’s future.

Getting the mechanism right will be difficult but in general could work as 
follows:

1.	 The usefulness of research will be assessed for its timeliness, relevance to the 
province, influence, and quality. 

2.	 Assessments of research value need to be done by an agency at arms length 
from government.

3.	 Research meeting the criteria in (1) will get first call on available funding. 
The remaining funding will be shared among universities as before.

4.	 At least in the beginning funding for health care research (which can have a 
voracious appetite) should be managed in a separate pool.

This will not cause a sudden shift in funding allocations. There is already 
significant amount of research being done that would meet the indicated 
criteria. The goal is to create a bias in favor of growing that base and to ensure 
that research projects that can be valuable to the province are funded. Other 
areas will get less and these will need to have a higher proportion of faculty 
whose focus is teaching. As has been pointed out in many reports, most 
recently from the Ontario Higher Education Quality Council, there are many 
superb teachers who do little in the way of new reserch.

TEACHING NOVA SCOTIANS 
Undergraduate student tuitions and fees for 2008-2009 ranged from $5,600 
to $7,200. They are substantially higher for professional programs. But most 
students would be surprised to learn that tuitions cover less than half the costs 
of universities.

Nevertheless many students need loans to pay for their university education. 
And they are often disappointed when they discover that their degree does 
not provide them with good employment prospects. So the province gets little 
credit for the substantial subsidization it provides.

Is that subsidy a good investment? It can be if the students stay in the province 
and help to build our knowledge industries. Adequate enrolment in university 
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programs is absolutely essential if we are to have the health care professionals 
needed by our aging population. 

But the province has very little to show for its investment if the students move. 
Tuition subsidy is a poor investment if the consequence is to encourage our 
sons and daughters to leave the province.

OUT-OF-PROVINCE STUDENTS
Students from elsewhere in Canada pay slightly more for tuition and 
International students pay quite a bit more, although still not the full cost. 
Students from both groups each spend $15,000 or more per year on Nova 
Scotian goods and services. Perhaps this justifies some of the inherent subsidy 
the province provides. Nova Scotia imports 5,000 more students than it 
exports. To just remain level in total enrolments our universities will need to 
increase that number to 7,000 over the next ten years. The province should 
maintain tuitions for out of province students below actual cost to the extent of 
the economic benefit they provide.

Our success so far in retaining many of these students after graduation is 
very modest. 

GETTING MORE FOR OUR MONEY
Taxpayers are paying for research and to subsidize education. Neither amount 
should be cut.

The research portion should be managed as described above.

The remaining funds should be provided to students as increased  personal 
tuition subsidies ( only usable in Nova Scotia). Essentially this is an increase to 
the existing voucher system. A byproduct will be to give the students greater 
appreciation for the subsidy being received, and the importance of graduating 
with marketable skills.

The universities will no longer receive any direct funding for tuition subsidy, 
so the tuition rates will have to reflect actual cost. Net of the subsidy vouchers 
they should be able to retain their competitive position.

The vouchers would be interest-free loans that disappear as the student stays 
in the province and pays taxes, but become payable if the student takes the 
education elsewhere before the taxpayer has been repaid. Out of province 
students who choose to stay would a be able to get back the extra tuition they 
paid.
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Nova Scotia Community College
Provincial taxpayers provide $118,000,000 to NSCC in the current year, over 
three quarters of the cost for providing instruction. Tuition is about half that 
at universities. A commitment to delivering value to students and employers is 
reflected in the NSCC strategies:

1.	 NSCC is totally focused on providing its students with employable skills. 
Unlike the universties, it closely tracks whether they gain employment from 
the education they provide

2.	 The modest amount of research done is focused on and often subsidized by 
local employers.

The number of out-of-province students at NSCC is relatively small and out-
migration of students is less common. But the same voucher system for the 
provincial tuition subsidy should be employed.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
Universities and NSCC are extraordinarily important to Nova Scotia. We need 
to maximize the benefits they provide in both education and research.

Support for tuition costs should be provided directly to the students in the 
form of vouchers, and they should be encouraged to remain in the province 
after graduation.

The level of funding for research should not be reduced, but a bias should be 
created that favours research valuable to the province.

Join the conversation on Universities…
Comments of all kinds are welcome. Here are some questions on which we 
would particularly like to hear:

1.	 Did you graduate from a Nova Scotia university or the NSCC?

2.	 Has the education you received been valuable to your employment?

3.	 Do you have experience of university research making a useful contribution 
to your work or community?

4.	 Do you feel that universities deliver value for money?

5.	 Do you live in a university community? If so do you feel that it adds to the 
community’s vitality and culture? 
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APPENDIX A
Sep 17th 2009 | PITTSBURGH

From The Economist print edition

The city of bridges has built a bridge from its steel past to a 
diverse 21st-century economy. The summiteers arriving on 
September 24th can take note

Even on an overcast day, the view from Jeffrey Romoff ’s office is spectacular. 
Across the river are waterfront baseball and football stadiums. Dozens of 
bridges span the Allegheny to the north-east and Monongahela to the south-
east. The two rivers merge to form the Ohio River. Not one soot-churning 
mill is in sight. Ed Rendell, Pennsylvania’s governor, observed that it used to 
be “you couldn’t see a bloody thing”. Steel was once the largest employer in 
the region. Now the University of Pittsburgh Medical Centre (UPMC), an $8 
billion health-care conglomerate, is western Pennsylvania’s biggest employer, 
with 50,000 people. Last year Mr Romoff, UPMC’s chief executive, moved his 
headquarters to the old US Steel tower, the city’s tallest building. UPMC’s logo 
now sits on top of it. 

Pittsburgh does not rely solely on UPMC or the health industry the way it once 
leant on steel. When the steel industry collapsed in the early 1980s, the city and 
region lost 120,000, or about half, of all its manufacturing jobs. Some 50,000 
Pittsburghers left the region annually. The city’s revival since then has been part 
organic and part good long-term planning. State and local officials provided 
investment, while universities and community and corporate leaders came 
together to develop economic and business strategies for the region. Pittsburgh’s 
employment has, over the ensuing three decades, diversified quite well. 

Leaders from the world’s 19 largest economies plus the European Union will be 
in Pittsburgh on September 24th and 25th. When the White House press corps 
heard the G20 was to be hosted by Pittsburgh, many sniggered. Usually such 
meetings are held in capitals like Beijing or London, not rustbelt cities. But, 
as Barack Obama said on September 8th, Pittsburgh has “transformed itself 
from the city of steel to a centre for high-tech innovation—including green 
technology, education and training, and research and development.”

Today, its main industries, health care and education, are thriving. Pittsburgh’s 
health-services business has almost tripled in size since 1979, creating more 
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than 100,000 jobs. More than 70,000 work in research and development in 
the metro area’s 35 universities (Jonas Salk produced the polio vaccine at the 
University of Pittsburgh in 1955) and 100 corporate research centres, such as 
that of Bayer usa, a pharmaceuticals company. Greg Babe, its head, says six jobs 
rely on one Bayer job. 

Pittsburgh has changed itself physically too. The waterfront, once lined with 
factories, has been given over to parks. The building hosting the G20 is the 
world’s first and largest LEED-certified (meaning green) convention centre and 
sits on the city’s former red-light district. Pittsburgh Life Sciences Greenhouse, 
which provides investment and advice to the region’s bioscience firms, is housed 
on a redeveloped brownfield, the former site of a strip-mill. SouthSide Works 
is a 123-acre (50-hectare) development made up of shops, offices, hotels and 
apartments that sits on the former site of an LTV Steel plant. Manufacturing 
continues to employ 8% of the workforce and the city is still home to US Steel. 
It is also a centre for innovation in robotics, electronics and nanotechnology. 

Entrepreneurship has been fostered. Innovation Works, a state-aided seed 
fund, supports firms in their earliest stages of development. Susan Catalano, a 
neurobiologist working to stop Alzheimer’s symptoms, moved her start-up to 
Pittsburgh’s South Side to take advantage of this help. Thanks to universities 
of the stature of Carnegie Mellon and the University of Pittsburgh, many new 
companies and recruits are drawn in. Pittsburgh’s unemployment rate, at 7.8% 
in July, was lower than the national rate of 9.4%.

Forbes magazine recently named Pittsburgh as one of America’s best cities for 
job growth. Some 30,000 jobs are available in the region, says Bill Flanagan, 
of the Allegheny Conference, an economic development group, an increase 
of 10,000 since the beginning of 2009. Pittsburgh has 8.4% of the nation’s 
nuclear engineers. Westinghouse, a nuclear-power company, is on a hiring 
spree. People are drawn to the region’s well-paid jobs, low cost of living and 
good schools. The EIU, a sister company of The Economist, ranked it the 
most liveable city in America. It boasts the top-flight Pittsburgh Symphony 
Orchestra and the Pittsburgh Opera, as well as a host of theatres. Gorgeous 
Victorian townhouses can be bought for amazing prices.

Thanks to a thriving economy and a minor budget surplus, Pittsburgh looks 
set to stay in good shape. It largely missed the housing and dotcom booms and 
busts endured by the rest of the country. In fact, it is currently building a new 
sports arena, a new hospital and, for the first time in decades, housing in the 
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downtown area. Because of a 2003 brush with bankruptcy, it cut its municipal 
workforce by a quarter, and took many hard decisions, such as closing fire 
stations, making it well-placed to cope with the current recession. 

As well as 1,100 delegates and 2,000 journalists, the city is preparing itself 
for an onslaught of protesters. One website, resistg20.org, promises a mass 
march and other protests to disrupt the summit. Some 35,000 people rallied 
at the G20’s April meeting in London. Luke Ravenstahl, the city’s 29-year-old 
mayor, is quadrupling the 900-strong police force by shipping in 1,500 state 
troopers and borrowing cops from cities like New York. The city’s businessmen 
and politicians are hoping that the protesters and the politicians won’t wholly 
eclipse their own impressive tale of transformation. 

Related Topics URL’s
http://arts.dal.ca/Research/

http://science.dal.ca/RESEARCH/

http://www.stfx.ca/academics/research/

http://www.msvu.ca/en/home/research/msvuresearch/default.aspx

http://fgsr.smu.ca/research.html

Ontario Higher Education Commision
http://www.heqco.ca/en-CA/Stay_Informed/News%20Releases/Pages/
NewsRelease-November30,2009.aspx


