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Executive Summary

Over roughly the past decade, Canadian colleges and
universities significantly increased international student
enrolment to compensate for a decline in domestic
enrolment. This decline resulted from a shrinking
population of young adults, as well as decreased public
funding. Within the next decade or so, however, the 18 to
21 age group will begin to grow again in many parts of
Canada - including Northern Ontario. This will increase
competition for places at Northern Ontario’s colleges and
universities and put financial pressure on these post-
secondary institutions (PSls).

Between 2021 and 2034, the number of 18- to 21-year-olds
in Northern Ontario is projected to increase by 13 per
cent. Factoring in projected growth across the province,
Northern Ontario PSls are likely to see a 15 per cent plus
increase in domestic applications. The trouble is that
under current funding arrangements, these institutions
have no financial incentive to increase enrolment by
more than three per cent. Because international students
typically pay five times the tuition of domestic students,
PSls also have a financial disincentive against reducing
international enrolment to create room for a growing
domestic population of young adults.

In Northern Ontario, schools might also need to choose
between Northern Ontario students and Southern
Ontarians. Since northern PSIs tend to have lower
admissions requirements, they are likely to become more
popular with Southern Ontario students who cannot gain
admission to increasingly competitive local schools.

Demographics will leave Ontario with difficult choices.
Taxpayers can pay to fund more seats at colleges and
universities, or these seats will become more competitive
and harder to access for local youth. Absent increased
funding, PSIs will need to choose between admitting fewer
local applicants or finding a way to make up for lost
infernational student revenue.

It is not unlikely that future student bodies at Northern
Ontario PSIs will increasingly be composed of students from
Southern Ontario and abroad. For Northern Ontario PSls to
remain vehicles for strengthening local economies and
communities, investments will be needed either in PSIs or in
post-graduation retention efforts.



Northern Policy Institute / Institut des politiques du Nord

Due for a demographic dilemma: what a rebound in young adults means for post-secondary education in Northern Ontario | December 2023

2

Introduction

In an October 2022 blog post, Alex Usher, an internationally
recognized expert in post-secondary planning and funding,
argues that shiffing demographics will force many post-
secondary institutions (PSI) to make difficult choices between
international and domestic students. In brief, over the past
decade, Canadian colleges and universities significantly
increased international student enrolment to compensate for
a decline in domestic enrolment that had resulted from a
shrinking population of young adults, as well as decreased
public funding. But within the next decade or so, the 18 to 21

age group will begin to grow again in many parts of Canada.

Consequently, many Canadian PSIs will have to choose not
“"between an international student and an empty seat” but
instead

“whether they want to take a domestic student or an
international one” (Usher 2022).

This is set to be the case in Northern Ontario too. Northern
Ontario will see a significant increase in its 18 to 21 population
over the next 10 to 15 years. This demographic rebound will
occur just as many local PSIs have significantly increased
infernational student enrolments. In addition, the interaction
between demographics and post-secondary funding could
create a situation where colleges and universities in Northern
Ontario also see an influx of applications from Southern
Ontario. Demographics are poised to create quite the
dilemma for higher education in Northern Ontario.
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Northern Ontario’s demographics

Like much of Canada, Northern Ontario can expect
arebound in its young adult population. The Ontario
Ministry of Finance (2022) has published demographic
projections for Ontario until the year 2046. Figure 1

shows the projected total of people aged 18 to 21 in
the 11 census divisions that make up Northern Ontario.!
This is the prime age range for college and university
undergraduate students.

Figure 1: Projected number of 18- to 21-year-olds in Northern Ontario
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Source: Author’s calculations.

As seen in Figure 1, the number of 18- to 21-year-olds in
Northern Ontario was 37,746 in 2021 but is expected to
reach 40,000 by 2025. This demographic is expected to
remain above 40,000 throughout the 2030s and will peak
at 42,754 in 2034, representing a 13 per cent increase
from 2021. At no point in the foreseeable future is the
number of 18- to 21-year-olds expected to decline to
2021 levels.
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'See appendix for a map of Northern Ontario and its colleges and universities
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Ontario Ministry of Finance (2022).

Across Ontario, the 18- to 21-year-old population is
projected to increase every year through 2046 (Ontario
Ministry of Finance 2022). While the 18 to 21 demographic
in Northern Ontario is expected to grow by 13 per cent
between 2021 and 2034, this demographic is expected
to grow by 19 per cent over the same period across all of
Ontario.
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Northern Ontario’s colleges and
vniversities, and who attends them

Ontario’s central, western, and northern regions — the
area commonly referred to as “Northern Ontario” —

are home to seven public universities? and six public
colleges.? In 2020-21, Northern Ontario’s universities had
approximately 18,000 enrolled students. That same year,
Northern Ontario’s colleges had approximately 27,000
enrolled students. Northern Ontario is also home fo five
Indigenous institutes. Indigenous institutes operate in a
very different context from colleges and universities in
terms of funding, enrolment frends, and international
students. Therefore, as the frends discussed may not be
applicable to these institutes, this piece will focus only on
colleges and universities.

The first factor to consider in predicting demand for
Northern Ontario’s colleges and universities is the fact
that not all students at these schools come from Northern
Ontario; nor do all post-secondary students from Northern
Ontario aftend school in the North. While there s little
publicly available data regarding what part of Ontario
students at Ontario PSIs come from, Leadbeater and
Kiernan (2021) obtained relatively recent statistics for
universities. Of all first-year undergraduate students from
Ontario who attended Algoma, Lakehead, Laurentian, or
Nipissing universities in the fall of 2015, 45 per cent were
from Northern Ontario. Sixty-three per cent of first-year
university students from Northern Ontario studied af one
of the four schools. In shorf, most university students from
Northern Ontario stay in the North for their studies, but
northern universities draw slightly more than half of their
Ontario students from the South.

While students from Ontario have historically accounted
for most admissions, a growing number of students

at Northern Ontario’s colleges and universities are
infernational students. This influx of international students
has allowed PSIs to close the financial gap created

by decreased public funding. Although the provincial
government caps tuition for domestic students, it imposes
few regulations on tuition for international students.
Ontario’s colleges and universities have compensated
for declining public funding by charging high tuition fees
to a rapidly growing number of international students.
At Ontario universities, for example, the average annual
tuition fee for Canadian undergraduate students in
Ontario was $7,850 in 2021-22 (Statistics Canada 2022c).
International students in Ontario paid, on average,
$41,744 — more than 5 times more. As shown in Figures 2
and 3, student fees have replaced public funding as the
largest single source of revenue for Ontario’s colleges
and universities — and this increase in student fees was
driven mostly by increased international enrolment over
the past decade (Statistics Canada 2022d). It should be
mentfioned that decreased public funding on PSls has
not been limited to the undergraduate level. Canada is
the only G7 country whose public spending on research
declined as a proportion of GDP between 1999 and 2019
(Owens 2022).

Figure 2: Percentage of total revenue from student fees and public funding, Ontario colleges, 2001/02 to 2020/21
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Source: Statistics Canada (2022b)

2 Algoma University, Lakehead University, Laurentian University, Nipissing University, Northern Ontario School of Medicine University, Université de Hearst, and
Université de Sudbury. There is limited data available regarding international enrolment and tuition revenue at NOSM U and Université de Sudbury, so these

schools are not discussed in some areas of this policy note.

3 Cambrian College, Canadore College, College Boréal, Confederation College, Northern College, and Sault College.
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Figure 3: Percentage of total revenue from student fees and public funding, Ontario universities, 2000/01 to 2020/21
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Source: Statistics Canada (2022a)

Figure 4 shows the percentage of students at each
Northern Ontario college who were on student permits or
visas between 2015-16 and 2021-22. This percentage has
increased by at least 90 per cent at all six colleges. At two

colleges, Canadore and Northern, international students
have gone from less than 5 per cent of the student body
in 2015-16 to more than two-thirds in 2021-22.

Figure 4: Percentage of students on student permits/visas, Northern Ontario colleges, 2015-16 to 2021-22
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Source: Author’s calculations. Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges, and Universities (2023q).

Figure 5 shows the percentage of undergraduates at
Northern Ontario universities that were international
students from 2015-16 to 2021-22. Figures for Nipissing

and Laurentian remain largely constant. Algoma,

Hearst, and to a lesser extent Lakehead, however,
experienced large increases in their share of international
students. At Nipissing, Laurentian, and Lakehead,

international students make up approximately 10 per
cent or less of undergraduates. At Algoma and Hearst,
international students represented 68 and 74 per cent of
undergraduates in 2021-22, respectively. Additionally, it
should be noted that at both universities and colleges,
international student numbers vary by program.
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Figure 5: Percentage of undergraduates that are international students, Northern Ontario universities, 2015-16 to 2021-22
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As mentioned earlier, this increase in infernational student
numbers franslates info an even greater contribution to
total tuition revenue. Figure 6 illustrates how the share of
tuition revenue that comes from international students
has increased at Northern Ontario colleges between

2016-17 and 2020-21.# At Sault College, for example,
infernational students represented 44 per cent of the
student body in 2020-21 but contributed 79 per cent of
fuition revenue.

Figure é: Share of total tuition revenue received from international students, Northern Ontario colleges, 2016-17 to 2020-21
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Institution-specific figures are not readily available

for universities; however, data available regarding
Ontario universities in general allows one to make rough
estimates. As mentioned earlier, international students in
Ontario pay, on average, five times more in tuition than
their domestic counterparts. Further, recall the data from
Figure 5. At Northern Ontario universities, international
students represent between 2.0 (Nipissing) and 74.4

(Hearst) per cent of the undergraduate student body.
If one assumes that international students pay five times
the tuition fees of Canadian students, international
students will contribute 9.3 per cent of tuition revenue
at a university where they represent 2.0 per cent of
students. At a university where 74.4 per cent of students
are international, they will contribute 93.6 per cent of
revenue.

“ At some colleges, international student tuition revenue includes revenues from partnerships with private career colleges. The recent rise of private career
colleges is an important topic, but further discussion is beyond the scope of this piece.
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What do these trends mean for
Northern Ontario?

Demographic trends will likely fuel a rebound in domestic
applications to Northern Ontario’s colleges and
universities over the next 10 o 15 years. As menfioned
earlier, Northern Ontario and the province as a whole
will see their 18 to 21 cohort increase by 13 and 19

per cent, respectively, by 2034. Assuming that —in line
with 2015 first-year student numbers for universities —
northern institutions receive close to an even number of
applications from Northern and Southern Ontario, they
could realistically see a 15 per cent increase in domestic
applications over the next decade or so.

This would create a financial dilemma for PSls. A portion
of the government funding received by colleges and
universities in Ontario is determined by the number

of students enrolled. Critically, however, schools only
receive addifional funding for additional students until

a certain point. The Ministry of Training, Colleges, and
Universities (2021) establishes a baseline number for each
institution according to recent enrolment figures. A school
stops receiving additional funding once the number of
students exceeds that baseline by 3 per cent. This means
that as northern PSIs likely face a 15 per cent increase

in demand from Ontario students, they will have little
financial incentive to increase domestic admissions by
more than 3 per cent. Further, under the current funding
model, Ontario PSIs have no financial incentive to make
space for low fuition-paying Canadian students by
reducing their infake of high fuition-paying international

In a follow-up to the demographics piece, “The Alternative to International Students”, Alex Usher argues that
unless Ontario PSIs receive increased government funding, the only way they can afford fo reduce their intake

students.® As Usher (2022) explains, when domestic
enrolment was shrinking, PSls could fruthfully claim that
increased intfernational student admissions were not
denying opportunities to Canadians. In Northern Ontario,
that is unlikely to be the case for much longer. Conflict
between domestic and international enrolments will be
particularly severe for programs that are popular with
both Canadian and international students.

In fact, there is reason to believe that northern PSIs might
face a second admissions-related dilemma. Northern
Ontario’s universities have lower admissions requirements
than many major universities in Southern Ontario
(Maclean’s 2018). If the number of spots available at
Ontario universities remains mostly stagnant while the
population of prime undergraduate-age Ontarians
increases by 19 per cent by 2034, university admissions

in Ontario are likely fo become more competitive. Many
students from Southern Ontario who are unable to

gain admission to local universities could opt to attend
less competitive schools in the North. Considering the
number of Southern Ontario students who already attend
northern universities, there are clearly many students
who are willing to move north for school. Consequently,
northern universities could face not only pressures to
admit infernational students at the expense of Canadian
students, but also to admit Southern Ontarians at the
expense of Northern Ontarians.
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of international students is by cutting costs. This would likely require cuts to student services and the closure of
smaller classes and programs — something Usher nofes would be especially difficult to do at PSIs in Northern

Ontario where it is already difficult to achieve revenue-generating class sizes.




Policy Considerations

How can governments and community actors address
this looming demographic dilemma? To preserve
Canadian students’ access to Ontario PSls, the provincial
government could increase the cap on enrolment-based
funding proportional to upcoming increases in Ontario’s
population of 18- to 21-year-olds. A 15 per cent plus
increase to enrolment-based funding would be costly,
however, and therefore may not be an option that
policymakers pursue.

If the provincial government does not increase
enrolment-based funding and Northern Ontario’s
colleges and universities go the route of selecting classes
increasingly composed of international students and
Southern Ontarians, efforts to retain these students in
northern communities post-graduation will be vital.¢
Northern PSls can be vehicles for strengthening Northern
Ontario’'s economy and communities, but only to the
extent that students live and work in the North after
graduating. Communities that are currently striving

to increase international student retention may soon
find that similar efforts are needed to retain a growing
number of students from Southern Ontario.

If the Ontario government is unwilling to bear the cost

of increased enrolment-based funding, it could pursue

a more targeted policy to promote graduate refention

in Northern Ontario communities. Specifically, the
government could offer modest tuition reimbursements to
students at northern PSIs if they live and work in Northern
Ontario for a certain length of time post-graduation. This
would be a similar concept to the Ontario Learn and Stay
Grant, which offers tuition reimbursements to new health
care workers who start their careers in underserviced rural
and remote communities (Ontario Ministry of Training,
Colleges and Universities 2023).

¢"Retention" efforts are likely to be further hampered by the fact that a growing number of students enrolled

at Northern Ontario PSls do not, in fact, attend school in Northern Ontario. Many international students move
not fo Northern Ontario communities, but instead to communities in Southern Ontario where northern PSIs have
established satellite campuses. In 2021-22, the majority of sfudents enrolled at Algoma University, Northern
College, and Canadore College were enrolled at campuses in the Greater Toronto Area (Ontario Ministry of
Training, Colleges, and Universities 2022a; 2022c).
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Conclusion

It is clear that the era of the shrinking 18- to 21-year-

old cohort is ending in Northern Onftario. It is less clear
how Northern Ontario’s colleges and universities will
navigate the challenges created by a rebound in
domestic demand. Northern PSIs can expect increased
demand from Northern Ontario, Southern Ontario, and
international students — but perhaps not the funding for
exira seats.
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Appendix: Map of Northern Ontario and

its colleges and universities
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Land Acknowledgment

NPl would like to acknowledge the First Peoples on whose
fraditional territories we live and work. NPl is grateful for
the opportunity to have our offices located on these
lands and thank all the generations of people who have
taken care of this land.

Our main offices:

e Thunder Bay on Robinson-Superior Treaty territory
and the land is the fraditional territory of the
Anishnaabeg and Fort William First Nation.

e Kirkland Lake is on the Robison-Huron Treaty
territory and the land is the fraditional territory of
Cree, Ojibway, and Algonquin Peoples, as well as
Beaverhouse First Nation.

e Each community is home to many diverse First
Nations, Inuit, and Métis Peoples.

We recognize and appreciate the historic connection
that Indigenous peoples have to these territories. We
support their efforts to sustain and grow their nations. We
also recognize the contributions that they have made

in shaping and strengthening local communities, the
province, and Canada.
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