


INTRODUCTION
March 2020 marked the arrival of the nov-
el coronavirus (COVID-19) in Nova Scotia. 
Throughout the following months, numerous 
businesses were forced to shut their doors 
while organizations scrambled to institute so-
cial distancing and self-isolation recommen-
dations. Among these organizations were 
Nova Scotia’s post-secondary institutions.

Though the exact timing of these
closures varied from institution to 

institution, it was not long before all 
Nova Scotian universities and colleges 

had cancelled in-person classes and 
students either packed up their dorm 

rooms to head home or braced
themselves for a long, isolated summer 

on campus.

The remainder of the school year was a blur 
of video calls, online tests, take home exams, 
and abandoned projects as professors,
students, and institutions tried to salvage the 
Winter 2020 semester. The end of the winter 
semester, while marking the end of a 
tumultuous few months, also meant that
post-secondary institutions and the province 
now had to fix their gaze on the impending 
fall semester.

INSTITUTIONAL PLANS
Students and post-secondary institutions 
were forced to make many difficult decisions 
in planning for the fall semester, inevitably 
leading to the introduction of various forms of 
hybrid and online education.  As the summer 
progressed, institutions began unveiling their 
specific plans for the 2020-2021 school year, 
which can be categorised into three overar-
ching groups: primarily online, completely 
online, and in-person. Dalhousie University,1  
Kings College,2  Saint Mary’s University,3  and 
the Nova Scotia Community College (NSCC) 
have announced that they would be conduct-

ing their Fall 2020 semesters primarily on-
line.4 At the same time, these schools would 
be attempting to facilitate in-person learning 
for the programs which are more difficult to 
move online, so long as said courses could 
be conducted following provincial health 
guidelines.
 
Other institutions elected to move forward 
with a stricter approach, with Cape Bret-
on University,5  Mount St. Vincent Univer-
sity,6  the Atlantic School of Theology,7  and 
the Nova Scotia College of Art of Design 
(NSCAD) all choosing to implement a fully 
online experience for their fall semester, with 
no exceptions.8 Others still, including Acadia 
University,9 Saint Francis Xavier University,10 
and L’Université Sainte-Anne, detailed plans 
to adopt a hybridized approach to courses 
in the fall, with varying degrees of in-person 
education and programming combined with 
some virtual components to ensure adher-
ence to provincial guidelines and directives.11

“Even the plans that focused primarily 
on in-person course delivery were

projected to include some degree of 
virtual course delivery and included the 
possibility of pivoting to a fully online 
forum depending on the evolution of 

the pandemic.”
 

EXISTING GOVERNMENT
INITIATIVES
While the Canadian Federal Government and 
the Nova Scotia Provincial Government intro-
duced specific measures meant to address 
the challenges faced by post secondary stu-
dents resulting from the pandemic, there still 
remains a plethora of student issues and con-
cerns relating to COVID-19 that have been 
addressed to varying degrees. These issues 
not only pose immediate and long-term chal-
lenges for the large number of students who 
choose to study within the province, but also 
have significant long term implications for the 
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province as a whole.

“Our province’s student population 
- and their vital contributions to the 
Nova Scotia economy - remain one of 
Nova Scotia’s most valuable assets. 

Ensuring that these students are
adequately supported and prioritized 
must stand as a top priority for the 

province.”

Federal Initiatives

The economic shutdown caused by the onset 
of the pandemic had dire implications for em-
ployment prospects - and by extension, finan-
cial stability - for Many of the sectors which 
traditionally provided students with summer 
employment were forced to shut down, or to 
be scaled down from their usual size. These 
included positions in tourism and hospitali-
ty, where either demand did not exist, or the 
jobs were impossible under health and safety 
guidelines.

Between February and April of 2020, 
the employment rate for students

between the ages of 20 and 24 dropped 
from 52.5%, to 28.9%,12 and at least 

70% of continuing post secondary stu-
dents reported that they were “very or

extremely concerned” about their
finances during the pandemic.13

In acknowledgement of these widespread 
economic challenges, the Federal Govern-
ment introduced several financial aid packag-
es, the first being the Canada Emergency Re-
sponse Benefit (CERB), which was available 
to Canadians who had lost their job due to 
COVID-19. As many students were ineligible 
for this program, the Canada Emergency Stu-
dent Benefit (CESB) was unveiled, an historic 
$9 billion investment in post secondary stu-
dents. This program was designed to assist 
students who found themselves unable to 
obtain employment over the summer months 

and who were ineligible for the CERB and 
EI by providing $1250 monthly (or $2000 if 
the student has a disability or dependents).14 
Although this aid package was welcomed 
by postsecondary students and aided in al-
leviating some students’ financial concerns 
throughout the summer months,15 it ended by 
September 2020.16
 
The federal government also suspended 
payment and generation of interest on Cana-
da Student Loans until the end of September 
2020 and moved to double the amount given 
through Canada Student Grants for 1 year as 
of August 1st.17 These updates to the student 
loan program occur in tandem with similar 
plans to increase the federal maximum week-
ly loan limit from $210 to $350 for the entirety 
of the 2020-2021 school year, as well as the 
suspension of “Student and Spousal” tax con-
tributions for the same period.18
 
Provincial Initiatives

While the Nova Scotia Provincial Government 
followed the lead of the federal government 
in suspending payments and interest on Nova 
Scotia student loans,19 they did not offer their 
own direct monetary supplement to serve as 
a provincial counterpart to the CESB. Instead, 
the province invested significant energy and 
resources in addressing another pressing 
issue: internet connectivity. As previously 
discussed, each of Nova Scotia’s post-sec-
ondary institutions has acknowledged that 
online learning will play a greater role in the 
upcoming fall semester than it has in previ-
ous years - albeit to differing extents for dif-
ferent institutions. The technologies used for 
this format of course delivery allow for social 
distancing and self isolation to be practiced, 
while still providing some level of education 
to students. However, these technologies 
and services require all parties involved to 
have access to a stable, fast internet connec-
tion, which is where the main issue arises. 
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Figure 1A: Internet download speeds across Nova Scotia.20 

Figure 1B: Internet upload speeds across Nova Scotia.21 

Figures 1A and 1B above outline the upload and download speeds for residents across Nova
Scotia, wherein a higher number of megabits per second (mbps) equates to a faster internet 
speed. These diagrams depict areas with low Mbps as red, whereas areas with high Mbps are 
labeled with blue.

INTERNET SPEEDS IN NOVA SCOTIA
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As illustrated within these diagrams, the ma-
jority of Nova Scotians outside of the HRM 
lack consistent access to the level of high-
speed internet which students need in order 
to take full advantage of online teaching op-
portunities.

This discrepancy in internet speeds is not 
news to the province; they had already be-
gun work on a program to expand high speed 
internet service across Nova Scotia before 
the pandemic reached our region.22 Once it 
became clear that Nova Scotians would be 
forced to both work and learn from home 
for the foreseeable future, the province allo-
cated an additional $15 million to accelerate 
and expand the project.23 This has led to the 
project moving ahead of schedule in many ar-
eas and the laying of 260 kilometres of pole 
lines across the rural areas of the province to 
expand high speed internet to include nearly 
18,000 homes as of May 2020.24 This proj-
ect has the potential to drastically impact the 
education of many rural Nova Scotians who 
otherwise would not be able to participate in 
their institutions’ online learning plans come 
the fall semester. 

The province’s department of Labor and Ad-
vanced Education has also implemented sev-
eral important measures aimed at addressing 
the concerns and issues surrounding work 
placements and COVID-19. One of the most 
prominent changes allows the combination 
of both provincial and federal wage subsidy 
programs, enabling employers to receive 90-
100% of their student employees salary from 
the government.25

The Cooperative Education Incentive (CEI) 
also offered full subsidies to employers hiring 
international students due to their ineligibili-
ty for the federal aid programs.26 Co-op pro-
grams were given more flexibility regarding 
length, allowing for students who otherwise 
would have missed their chance to take a 
work term - either because they had been un-
able to find a job within the normal timeframe, 
or because their previously established work 

terms were cancelled due to COVID-19 - to 
still find and complete a placement.27 The CEI 
approval period for fall placements was also 
extended an extra month, and LAE has made 
efforts to reconsider previously rejected ap-
plications for funding, as well as approaching 
new employers to file funding applications 
and take on co-op students.28 As of July 17th, 
2020, 770 summer Co-Op positions were cre-
ated through CEI, with 195 of those created 
past the original approval period. Nine-hun-
dred eighty seven of those students applying 
for Co-Op through the Student Summer Skills 
Incentive (SKILL) were approved, with 80 of 
those approved being since the initial peri-
od.29 Finally, a total of 341 Co-Op positions 
were approved for the fall 2020 semester, 
which is 100 more than the previous year,30 in-
dicating that co-op students hopefully would 
not be left out in the cold come September.

SHORTCOMINGS OF
FEDERAL AND
PROVINCIAL EFFORTS
Despite the successes of several aid pack-
ages, both the federal and provincial gov-
ernment projects have proven themselves 
to be far from complete solutions to these 
student issues. Federal plans and offerings 
have been shown to consistently fall short in 
regard to three critical areas: scale, eligibility, 
and communication. In regard to scale, while 
the CESB and other federal programs are cer-
tainly beneficial and steps in the right direc-
tion, the majority of post-secondary students 
argue that they simply do not go far enough 
to address their current issues. According to 
research done by the Canadian Alliance of 
Student Associations (CASA), roughly 61% of 
post-secondary students report that federal 
support will not be enough to support them 
though the approaching academic year.31 In 
these cases, the CESB and the other federal 
programs cannot be seen as final solutions 
to student issues surrounding COVID-19, and 
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this reality is made even worse for the many 
students who are simply ineligible for federal 
relief. Many of those not eligible for federal 
support are the hundreds of thousands of in-
ternational students across Canada, including 
the over 9,804 international students study-
ing in Nova Scotia.32 These students play a 
critical role in Nova Scotia’s development and 
growth, both in our post-secondary sector 
and beyond. Over the 2018-2019 school year, 
it was reported that Nova Scotia’s internation-
al students brought in over $400,000,000 to 
the provincial economy.33 However, in addi-
tion to those who 
are officially ineligi-
ble for these plans, 
there are a shock-
ingly large number 
of students who are 
simply not aware 
of - or misunder-
stand - their eligibil-
ity. When students 
were asked about 
their eligibility for 
the CESB, only 
47% responded 
that they were sure 
they were eligible, 
and when asked 
about eligibility for 
other government 
assistance pro-
grams, that number 
dropped even low-
er.34 Twenty-eight 
percent of students 
reported that they were either unsure, or 
were not eligible whatsoever for federal as-
sistance programs.35 This data represents se-
rious failures on behalf of the federal student 
assistance initiatives, and suggests that ad-
ditional support will be needed for students 
beyond the CESB.
 
While the efforts made in regard to student 
loans and grants are welcome, they do not 
go far enough to address the issues sur-
rounding student finances. The suspension 

of loan interest and payments was set to end 
in September 2020, despite little evidence 
the pandemic will have been halted by that 
time. It is similarly unlikely that those students 
who had their loan repayments frozen would 
have been able to find sufficient work by the 
end of September to resume their payments. 
Additionally, many of the federal initiatives re-
garding changes to how loans and grants will 
be handled were not created to account for 
COVID-19 and were instead election promis-
es made by the Liberal Party before the pan-
demic occurred.36 Because of this, it must be 

ensured that these 
efforts in partic-
ular do not van-
ish without other 
programs in place 
to combat the im-
pacts of COVID-19.

As for provincial 
initiatives, Nova 
Scotia’s efforts to 
expand rural inter-
net access have 
seen some suc-
cess, yet this has 
been far from a 
complete solution. 
While the project 
claims to be ahead 
of schedule, some 
areas are unable 
to receive the 
resources they 
require. One ex-

ample has been the Municipality of Pictou 
County: despite initially being accepted for 
high speed internet expansion, the municipal-
ity was later turned down on the grounds that 
they had over-reported the number of homes 
in need of an upgrade.37 This has placed the 
large municipality in the position of either 
agreeing to the smaller scale upgrade and 
preventing many citizens from benefiting 
from high speed internet, or holding to their 
numbers and being denied any support what-
soever. This crisis cannot be the time during 

“At a time when rural Nova 
Scotians are being forced 
to drive away from their 
homes to the nearest Tim 

Hortons to have the
internet to take a video 
call,38 the Government of 
Nova Scotia must ensure 
that it is striving to meet 

the full
extent of the province’s

demand.”
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which officials are forced to pick and choose 
who can be given the internet speeds they 
need for work and education.

In regard to Nova Scotia’s efforts for student 
employment, the efforts made to improve sup-
port for Co-Op work placements have seem-
ingly been very successful. The area where 
these initiatives fall somewhat short, however, 
is that they only provide assistance to Co-Op 
students; and do not provide work-integrat-
ed learning opportunities through classroom 
programming or other government work pro-
grams. These are certainly good steps in the 
right direction, but many unemployed stu-
dents are not enrolled in a Co-Op program. 
Efforts to improve Co-Op employment are 
necessary and beneficial, but initiatives to 
help non-Co-Op students must also be kept 
in mind in order to decrease the rate of youth 
unemployment, particularly considering the 
upfront costs associated with completion of 
a Co-Op program.

ISSUES WITH COVID-19 
THAT REMAIN
UNADDRESSED
Despite the successes and failures of what 
has already been done for post-secondary 
students, many issues continue to be com-
pletely unaddressed. Such issues include, 
losses of important work placements and 
increased tuition costs, problems specifical-
ly tied to Nova Scotia’s large international 
student population, and hardships faced by 
post-secondary institutions which will impact 
their student body.

Quality of Education

COVID-19 has exacerbated students’ con-
cerns about the quality of education that can 
be obtained through online delivery.

Sixty-five percent of post-secondary stu-

dents reported that they do not believe 
they can experience the same level of 
education online as they do in a class-
room,39 and 59% do not believe that on-
line courses provide the same support 
they would otherwise receive such as ac-
cess to professors for questioning.40

The majority of students are also concerned 
with their access to peer and institutional 
support for both academic and mental health 
issues.41 Additionally, 68% of students believe 
that their remote classes do not offer the 
same value as their in-person classes, and 
83% are concerned that they will not receive 
an education valued the same as they would 
have otherwise in the upcoming semester.42 

Remaining Financial Concerns

Despite aid from the provincial and federal 
governments, more than half of all students 
are still in positions where current available 
financial resources will not be enough to 
support them through the current academ-
ic year.43 The average student covers 86% 
of their tuition and living expenses with ei-
ther funding from their parents, or money 
earned through their own employment, and 
two thirds of post secondary students have 
reported COVID-19 impact on their finances, 
as well as the finances of their parents and 
families.44 More specifically, students have 
reported immense job losses not only over 
the summer, but from as far back as the pre-
vious winter semester. Between January and 
April of 2020, post-secondary students lost 
44% of their part time work, and 27% of full-
time work.45 Of those who lost their part time 
jobs, 29% reported that this left them with ab-
solutely no income,46 while 32% of students 
who lost full time work are reporting the same 
total elimination of income.47 The loss of all in-
come placed many post-secondary students 
in an unstable and unplanned financial situa-
tion before the summer even began. Financial 
figures were only made worse by the sum-
mer months, with 70% of part time summer 
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employment plans being impacted, as 27% 
of those who lost work reported having re-
duced income, and 32% had lost all income.48 
The loss in some Co-Op work placements 
has also impacted student finances, with 86% 
of students who have lost their summer work 
placement expressing that they are “very or 
extremely concerned” over their finances 
and the impact of the pandemic.49

Overall, 75% of students believe that 
COVID-19’s impact on their financial 
and employment situations will last at 

least into 2021.50

 
The sudden loss of employment has inevitably 
resulted in many students questioning how 
they will budget their remaining resources 
and time. Some students may choose to drop 
some classes in order to find work during the 
school year, thus drawing out the duration of 
their education and delaying their entry into 
the workforce. Others have chosen to defer 
their classes until 2021, no longer having the 
funds they had counted on to even come 
close to paying off their fees. Although stu-
dent loans have increased for the academic 
year, many students remain debt-averse, with 
the fear of  taking on additional student debt, 
burning through savings, and an inability to 
meet current or future expenses  causing 
them to abandon their studies for the 2020-
21 year.51 However, many students have made 
the choice to incur additional debt in order 
to continue their schooling. Nearly 50% of 
students have said that they will be forced to 
rely heavily on government loans in the com-
ing months and years in order to offset their 
losses and costs, which will only worsen the 
ever growing student debt crisis.52 Half of all 
post-secondary students in Canada graduate 
with student debt, at an average amount of 
$17,500.53  It is likely that this average is even 
higher for Nova Scotia students specifically.

The financial impact of COVID-19 is also af-
fecting students’ living situations. Approxi-
mately one third of continuing students who 
took part in Statistics Canada’s study were 

living either on their own or with roommates, 
while the remaining students were living with 
their families during the pandemic.54 Those 
students who were living on their own were 
20% more likely to be highly concerned about 
paying for current and future expenses.55 In 
addition, 43% of students are concerned that 
they will not be able to find or afford a safe 
place to live as the pandemic continues.56 
Given Nova Scotia’s higher housing costs 
and low rate of vacancies, this concern may 
be even more prevalent among Nova Scotia’s 
students specifically.57

International Students and Healthcare

International student healthcare has long 
been a major concern for students from out-
side of Canada; these access barriers have 
only been exacerbated by the current pan-
demic situation. In order to qualify for the 
Nova Scotia Medical Services Insurance pro-
gram (MSI), International students must have 
remained within the province for 13 consec-
utive months without leaving for more than 
30 days.58 However, with the pandemic re-
stricting international travel for the majority 
of 2020, if an international student wished to 
get provincial health insurance in September 
of 2020, they would have needed to have re-
mained in Nova Scotia from August 2019 until 
September 2020.

If students had chosen to return to 
their home countries as a result of 
COVID-19, they will be unable to
access MSI during their Fall 2020

studies, even if they are able to return 
to campus in the fall.

These prohibitive MSI regulations force stu-
dents to rely on the health insurance provid-
ed by their institutions, but these insurance 
plans often pose strict requirements and lo-
gistical challenges for students attempting to 
use them. This is especially true in emergen-
cy cases such as what would be the case for 
those diagnosed with COVID-19 who might 
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require external oxygen or the assistance 
of a ventilator machine in order to continue 
breathing; this is a problem for many students 
reliant on their university health insurance. 
Many of these insurance plans instruct stu-
dents to submit documentation for the use 
of equipment such as oxygen and ventilators 
before the student actually begins using the 
treatment, otherwise the insurance may not 
pay for the equipment upfront, and the stu-
dent will be forced to handle the bill. These 
include the plans given to international stu-
dents at Acadia University,59 University of 
Kings College,60 L’Université Sainte-Anne,61  
and NSCAD.62 Others, such as the plan given 
to international students at Saint Francis Xavi-
er University, are not clear as to if they cover 
such equipment at all, or only to a certain total 
cost.63 In general, these plans are confusing, 
difficult to find, and unspecific. If a student 
finds themselves in the horrific position of no 
longer being able to breathe unassisted, they 
may not have the time to reach out to their 
insurance carrier and wait to be approved 
for the proper treatment and equipment. Be-
cause of the nature of the plans provided by 
respective institutions, students who require 
treatment for COVID-19 may be forced to pay 
the substantial bill out-of-pocket for their life 
saving care.
 
Some university health plans require stu-
dents to apply with their insurance provider 
before any medical tests are conducted, or 
have the test prescribed by their physician, 
otherwise they will be required to pay out of 
pocket, which for COVID-19 testing can re-
portedly cost  between $40 and $100.64 This 
requirement may not be too much of a barrier 
on its own, but if a student must be tested 
multiple times for the virus over the course 
of the school year, these costs could easily 
become a significant financial concern.  This 
financial barrier could very easily cause stu-
dents already struggling financially to delay 
or avoid getting tested for COVID-19, putting 
themselves and those around them at risk.  
If the situation arises in which a student be-
comes ill with COVID-19, the best possible 

outcome is far from ideal, as should they fail 
to abide by the many requirements, they will 
be forced to pay massive sums of money, 
creating additional debts on top of an already 
strenuous situation. The worst possible out-
come, particularly in relation to those institu-
tions planning on a return to physical classes 
for the fall semester, would be that a student 
with symptoms of COVID-19 chooses not to 
seek help or assistance out of fear that they 
will not be able to pay the medical bills. The 
student could then pass the virus on to hun-
dreds or thousands of students and faculty in 
an incredibly short time.

Studies have attempted to model the con-
nectivity of students on university campuses, 
in order to help determine how fast a virus 
such as COVID-19 could spread among a stu-
dent body.65 Such studies found that even on 
campuses that had ceased all medium and 
large classes each student was, at the abso-
lute best, only four people away from any oth-
er student on campus through connections 
such as shared classrooms, walkways, res-
idences, and social ties.66 With this in mind, 
every action must be taken to eliminate any 
and all reasons a student would choose not 
to seek medical help at even the smallest 
signs of COVID-19.
 
International Student Finances

When it comes to finding work, international 
students lack access to the same support that 
domestic students do. International students 
are not eligible for the CESB or CERB,67 which 
has left them without the same income safety 
net for which other post-secondary students 
have access. International students are also 
not allowed to work more than 20 hours a 
week while classes are in session.68 While 
this restriction was changed over the sum-
mer as the pandemic has progressed, it still 
only allowed international students to work 
beyond this limit if their work qualified as an 
essential service.69 In addition, the change al-
lowing for extra work hours has reverted to 
normal by September 2020,70 meaning it will 

 Students Nova Scotia | 8



do little for those students who need to work 
during their fall semester. When combined 
with the already weak job market for students 
in general during the pandemic, the available 
means through which Nova Scotia’s interna-
tional students can pay for their education 
become even more limited.

Post-Secondary Institutions and
Declining Enrolment

The financial issues faced by students, com-
bined with growing dissatisfaction over online 
course delivery and numerous other factors 
has led to institutions predicting significant 
losses in enrolment for the 2020-2021 school 
year.71 This drop in enrolment is expected to 
be seen for both 
incoming and re-
turning students, 
and for both do-
mestic and inter-
national students. 
International stu-
dents in partic-
ular are of great 
concern to Nova 
Scotia’s post-sec-
ondary schools, 
with international 
students only mak-
ing up between 
4% and 34% of the institution’s student body, 
they do however pay an increased tuition 
when compared to domestic students.72 Be-
cause of the difference in these fees, interna-
tional students make significantly larger con-
tributions to their institution’s tuition revenue 
than enrolment figures may first suggest. An 
example of the impact international students 
have is at Acadia University where during the 
2018-2019 school year, full-time international 
students made up only 11.7% of the universi-
ty’s total student body.73 However, these 515 
students74 alone supplied more than 1/5th of 
Acadia’s tuition income that year.75 NSCAD is 
another key example of the fiscal importance 
of international students, with 24.3% of their 
student body being full-time international stu-

dents.76 However, this 24.3% paid for 46.7% 
of the school’s total tuition income that year.77 
Any significant decline in the number of inter-
national student enrolments would result in 
Nova Scotia’s post secondary schools losing 
millions in tuition and fees.

Nova Scotia’s post-secondary is also ex-
pecting a significant loss of first-year enrol-
ment, regardless of student origin.78 Many 
students who otherwise would have begun 
post-secondary this fall have instead consid-
ered taking a gap year. Organizations which 
help manage and advise students wishing 
to take a gap year between high school and 
post-secondary have reportedly seen web-
site traffic increase by 300% in comparison 

with traffic rates in 
2019.79

 
One of the larg-
est forces driving 
new students away 
is the prospect of 
having a socially 
distanced or fully 
online first year.80 
The social aspects 
of college and uni-
versity are very 
important for stu-
dents, particularly 
first year students, 

and the idea that these components could 
be restricted or absent should they choose 
to attend a post-secondary institution in the 
fall is largely unappealing to many students.81 
This is in addition to concerns over the qual-
ity of the education that would be provided 
in the fall,82 which is why some prospective 
first year students have indicated that they 
believe it would be more valuable to defer 
starting university until September 2021.83

 
Such a trend among students can have a sig-
nificant long-term effect on institutions; one 
school year with low first-year enrolment will 
result in at least four years of poor enrolment 
as that particular class of students moves 

“Any significant decline in 
the number of international 
students enrolments would 

result in Nova Scotia’s 
post-secondary schools

losing millions in tuition 
and fees.”

 Students Nova Scotia | 9



forward through their studies.84 As such, the 
impact of such a shortage should be less-
ened as much as possible, both to ensure 
the stability of the institution and to prevent 
the growing costs from being placed on the 
shoulders of the remaining student body.

Post-Secondary Institutions and
Unexpected Costs

For Nova Scotia universities and colleges, 
economic troubles do not end at poor enrol-
ment. While revenue begins to dwindle, costs 
have already begun to emerge and currently, 
the most prominent of these costs are those 
tied to the digitisation of course materials and 
the multiple other efforts needed to prepare 
for online instruction. As previously stated, all 
of Nova Scotia’s post-secondary institutions 
constructed plans for the fall which includ-
ed massive increases in online courses and 
instruction, regardless of plans for in-person 
instruction in the fall. The effort needed to 
construct online courses and adapt in-per-
son courses to a socially distanced format 
requires a significant investment of both time 
and funding, Institutions are also facing fixed 
costs - the expenses and fees that cannot 
be altered or avoided despite the ongoing 
pandemic - which include expenses such 
as rent and taxes for campus land and facil-
ities, or necessary maintenance to buildings. 
Additionally, because of the increased work 
post-secondary institutions needed to under-
take in order to prepare for the school year, 
they are making a particular effort to avoid 
layoffs and large-scale cancelations of pro-
grams. This leaves institutions with only their 
students as a means of recuperating these 
costs.

Most of Nova Scotia’s post-secondary institu-
tions have made plans to increase tuition for 
domestic students by the full 3% permitted 
within the current MOU85 and similar, yet mag-
nified increases were reflected in the tuition 
rates for international students. In this sense, 
these financial issues and risks are just as 
much a student issue as an institutional one.

THE NOVA SCOTIA
CONTEXT
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a massive 
impact on Nova Scotia both socially and eco-
nomically. As it stands currently, the issues 
discussed throughout this report have the 
potential to bleed out beyond the post-sec-
ondary sector and cause serious problems 
for the province as it works to recover and 
resume its growth. These issues include post 
secondary students being unable to play 
their role in regard to economic regrowth and 
expansion, the potential loss of Nova Sco-
tia’s international post-secondary students, 
and damage to the reputation of Nova Sco-
tia Post-Secondary institutions. Each of these 
possibilities risk causing major setbacks for 
the province as it works towards continued 
growth.
 
Rise in Student Debt

As the pandemic progressed, many post-sec-
ondary students in Nova Scotia found them-
selves faced with choosing to either aban-
don their studies or having to borrow more 
capital to handle their rising costs. Seeing as 
only 12% of students claimed that they would 
not be making any changes to their financial 
plans due to the pandemic, this choice was 
likely a common one.86 Most of the affected 
students were not eager to abandon 4+ years 
of effort and progress, and therefore turned to 
additional student loans, adding to any debt 
they already had. In doing so, these students 
will go on to graduate and enter the economy 
with new layers of debt that they would not 
have  otherwise had, impeding not only their 
ability to flourish, but also their ability to con-
tribute to the provincial economy. This could 
go on to significantly impede the province’s 
recovery efforts and mediate Nova Scotia’s 
ability to overcome some of the impacts of 
COVID-19.

For economic growth to resume, young Nova 
Scotians must be in a position where they 
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can remain within the province and afford to 
invest both their funding and ideas. Howev-
er, Nova Scotia’s post secondary students 
already pay one of the highest tuition rates 
in the nation, regardless of institution.87 This, 
combined with the prospect of accruing addi-
tional debt during the pandemic, could very 
easily lead many Nova Scotian students to 
leave the province in order to attend less ex-
pensive schools elsewhere in Canada. 

The outward migration of educated youth 
has been a concern for Nova Scotia for many 
years,88 and will only further exacerbate the 
economic struggles the province faces fol-
lowing COVID-19 and beyond.

As detailed in the report by One Nova Sco-
tia: “It is a simple fact: unless Nova Scotia 
first stabilizes its population base and then 
begins to increase the population of working 
age people, it will not be possible to sustain 

current levels of economic well being across 
the province, let alone improve them.”89 

This stabilization of the province’s population 
will not be feasible should Nova Scotian stu-
dents be faced with mounting costs and debt. 
A province in desperate need of a youthful 
population to engage in the local economy 
cannot afford to see student debt rise in this 
manner. 

Loss of International Students

Post Secondary students are not only key to 
Nova Scotia’s economic recovery but are also 
crucial in addressing the looming catastrophe 
of the province’s aging population.

Figure #2 illustrates how dramatic the prov-
ince’s population difference is, as well as how 
Nova Scotia differs from Canada as a whole.

Figure 2: Population of Nova Scotia and Canada distribution by age (2016)90
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An aging population incites many issues, in-
cluding additional strain on the provincial 
health care system and a shrinking of the 
workforce.91 These all eventually amount to 
a stagnation and possible reversal of eco-
nomic growth.92 To prevent these problems 
from growing, the most effective solution the 
province can take is to encourage immigra-
tion into the province to flesh out underrep-
resented age groups and drive workforce 
growth.93 One of the greatest pools of young 
and educated individuals are the thousands 
of international students attending Nova Sco-
tia post-secondary institutions. Unfortunately, 
issues such as dwindling student financial 
resources and inability to find sufficient work 
are currently amplified by the pandemic and 
serve to drive away Nova Scotia’s internation-
al students. Without some form of assistance 
to help stabilise their position, many interna-
tional students may begin to consider aban-
doning their studies in Nova Scotia and return 
to their home nations,94 particularly if their 
families or native countries as a whole have 
seen a greater impact from the pandemic and 
students can no longer rely on them for nec-
essary financial support.95

The fallout of such an exodus has the poten-
tial to be disastrous. The closest example to 
this scenario would be the 2019 diplomatic 
dispute between Canada and Saudi Arabia, 
which led to the government of Saudi Ara-
bia ordering all of their students studying in 
Canada to return.96 Saint Mary’s University 
alone reported the unexpected departure of 
students as having cost them $740,000 in ex-
clusively lost tuition, and Mount Saint Vincent 
University reported a loss of $900,000,97 
however, the impact of this loss has extend-
ed, or has threatened to extend, to more than 
just the post-secondary sector. According to 
the Vice-President of the Nova Scotia Health 
Authority, the province’s health system had 
no way of compensating for the loss in per-
sonnel that would have come with this deci-
sion.98

 
The only reason such an impact was avoided 

was because an unexpected number of Sau-
di students had chosen to stay despite the 
financial and safety costs for them and their 
families.99 It was expected that, had those 
students complied with the withdrawal, wait 
times for specialised care would have sky-
rocketed, and the entire nation would have 
seen massive healthcare staff shortages.100 
It must be stressed that this situation facing 
Nova Scotia was due to the loss of interna-
tional students from only one nation, and 
that the province now faces the risk of driv-
ing away international student’s of all back-
grounds and nationalities.

Should Nova Scotia’s international
students find themselves unable to

maintain their stay, the province risks 
massive economic and logistical fallout 

in the short term, and the loss of the 
most effective strategy to combat its 
aging population in the long term.

 
Economic Impact
 
Nova Scotia’s post secondary institutions are 
more than just schools; they are an incredibly 
vital contributor to the health and economic 
growth of both the province and the greater 
Atlantic region. In the economic sense, these 
institutions are a key component in form-
ing the backbone of the province’s financial 
structure. In 2017, it was found that Nova Sco-
tia student spending alone brought approxi-
mately $702 million into the province annual-
ly.101 Nova Scotia’s post-secondary institutions 
also attract significant research funding to the 
province, totaling to $184 million in 2017.102 
These figures have shown reliable growth 
as well, as can be seen in the fact that Nova 
Scotia’s post secondary schools had an ex-
port value of $840 million annually in 2014,103 
and by 2017 this had grown to $886 million.104 
These large dollar figures make universities 
and colleges the province’s third largest ex-
port overall, only after tire manufacturing and 
seafood products.105 The ‘One Nova Scotia’ 
report argues that the province’s post-sec-
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ondary institutions should be utilised as a 
core pillar for future economic expansion.106

 
Much of this success and potential for the 
province stems from a strong reputation for 
quality cultivated by Nova Scotia’s schools.107 
This reputation not only keeps Nova Scotians 
in the province for their education, but also at-
tracts Canadians from outside of the province, 
as well as our vital international students.108 
Many students then go on to remain in Nova 
Scotia, filling important labor market needs. 
In particular,  84% of NSCC students were re-
ported to have employment only six months 
following their graduation, with 94% of those 
jobs being in Nova Scotia.109 However, the 
very nature of the pandemic serves as a seri-
ous threat to this reputation and the quality of 
our institutions as a whole. As schools have 
worked to accommodate their offerings to 
the realities of the pandemic, there are those 
who are worried that the high-quality edu-
cation Nova Scotia’s schools are known for, 
may be sacrificed in the process.110 Other pos-
sible reputational damage could occur from 
an outbreak occurring on an open campus, 
or a student finding their university insurance 
will not pay for essential medical equipment. 
Each of these possibilities present Nova Sco-
tia’s post-secondary offerings in a negative 
light, particularly to prospective international 
students. 

The COVID-19 pandemic, and respective in-
stitutional responses, could result in long 
term loss in enrolment, which would there-
fore damage Nova Scotia’s post-secondary 
industry as a whole. As Nova Scotia’s schools 
face mounting costs from combating the pan-
demic, alongside rapidly falling enrolment 
numbers for the next four years, the possibil-
ity of cuts, compromises, and mistakes only 
becomes greater. With every sacrifice a uni-
versity or college is forced to make to try and 
endure the pandemic, they place their rep-
utation and future success on the line. Any 
and all blows to an institution’s reputation will 
only serve to weaken what is one of the prov-
ince’s most vital industries, and further dam-

aging the province’s prospects for recovery 
and growth.

 Students Nova Scotia | 13



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
The concerns held by Nova Scotia’s post-secondary students surrounding COVID-19 grow each 
day as we move through the fall semester. These issues fall within a set of clear categories: financ-
es, work-integrated learning, quality and access to services, international students, and institutional 
stability. 

Students’ financial concerns stem primarily from both the rising cost of education, and the rise in 
unemployment rates brought about by the pandemic. While the government has made efforts to 
help address these issues, Students Nova Scotia continues to make the following recommenda-
tions for support:

• The province should establish a program of direct financial support for students in need, in a 
similar fashion to the CESB.

• The province should invest $2.9 million into Student Assistance and increase the weekly al-
lowance for Student Assistance from $200 to $300 in order to account for the pre-existing is-
sues of housing and unmet needs which have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Nova Scotia’s post-secondary institutions enable hundreds of students to take part in co-op
education programs each year and though shaken by the pandemic, good steps have been taken 
by the province to account for employers pulling their support for co-op learning. Some issues sur-
rounding youth employment still remain, however, and because of this this, Students Nova Scotia 
recommends the following:

• The province should continue investing in youth employment opportunities, both for Co-Op 
learning programs, and in assessing gaps in employment for non-Co-Op students.

As the majority of institutions have built their fall semester plans around a shift to 
online instruction, helping students access digital courses regardless of location and internet con-
nection must be a priority. To that end, Students Nova Scotia suggests the following recommenda-
tions:

• The province should provide a one-time, needs-based grant for students who lack reliable 
or sufficient access to the internet and are enrolled in a post-secondary institution which has 
moved to online courses for the fall 2020 semester, at a cost of $10 Million.

• The province should further invest in the “Internet for Nova Scotia” initiative and prioritise 
the development of internet in regions with poor internet coverage and higher student pop-
ulations.

As most institutions are offering the fall semester fully or primarily online and away from their cam-
puses, students are expressing fears that the overall quality of their experience and education is 
being compromised. In regards to the quality of online education, StudentsNS is concerned that 
the lack of a clear and public standard for the quality of online courses will prove to be problematic 
as the school year continues. Additionally, many students are worried over what services and sup-
ports they will still be able to access throughout the school year.  These include student ability to 
meet with professors individually for additional discussion and clarification, and the availability of 
important on-campus services such as mental health facilities. In regard to these issues, Students 
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Nova Scotia recommends the following:

• The province should approach institutions to promote further utilisation of the Healthy 
MindsNS suite of programs, which will allow many students to access crucial support during 
these times.

• The province should continue its investment of e-mental health services and ensure these 
services both address the specific needs of post-secondary students and are accessible to 
students studying remotely during these unusual times.

• The province should work to ensure that students have access to e-health services, such as 
virtual doctor’s appointments, regardless of location.

International students in Nova Scotia are currently in a treacherous position in regard to healthcare. 
These students face unnecessary hurdles and restrictions in attempting to apply for MSI and run 
the risk of being denied by their university health plans after failing to meet specific and overly 
cumbersome requirements. To ensure these students can receive the care they need during this 
health crisis, without being left with high medical bills, Students Nova Scotia proposes the following 
recommendations:

• The province should change the requirement for international students to remain in the prov-
ince for 13 consecutive months in order to become eligible for MSI, and instead replace this 
requirement with a retroactive four month waiting period, roughly the duration of a single 
semester.

 
• The province should take efforts during this unusual circumstance to prevent private health 

insurance providers from denying coverage for the tests, equipment, and treatments tied to 
diagnosing and treating COVID-19, or prevent the denial of claims due to patients failing to 
make pre-treatment requests or seek out the services of particular physicians. 

Nova Scotia’s international students are also facing many of the same issues of employment and 
fees as other post-secondary students, yet they lack access to the same supports provided to 
domestic students during the pandemic. Combined with their tuition fees, which are on average 
double those of domestic students, much of this essential demographic is at significant financial 
risk while they continue to remain and study in Nova Scotia. Students Nova Scotia proposes the 
following recommendations to cover this issue:

• Extend direct financial support to international students in need, with the goal of stabilizing 
their position and allowing them to remain in Nova Scotia for both the duration of their stud-
ies and the long term.

• Impose a percentage cap on how high institutions can raise international student tuition 
for the duration of their program, ensuring that an international student can enrol in a Nova 
Scotia school without the fear that their tuition will be substantially higher by the end of their 
degree than when they first enrolled.

Nova Scotia’s post secondary institutions are facing the prospects of both rising costs, 
as they address transitioning their courses online and ensuring remaining campus facilities are 
safe, and declining revenue, as both domestic and international enrollment drops significantly. Be-
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cause of this, Students Nova Scotia offers the following recommendations to ensure the continued 
longevity and stability of our post-secondary institutions:

• The province should provide financial support and assistance to institutions in order to offset 
their fixed and new costs and prevent these costs from eventually becoming the burden of 
the remaining student population.

• The province should provide financial support and assistance to students who are still en-
rolled in order to help them pay their increased tuition and fees generated during the pan-
demic. 

CONCLUSION
The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly affected the lives of every Canadian, from those who 
have either lost or won their fight with the illness personally, to those who have lost their jobs, and 
to everyone sacrificing their routines and convenience each day to keep each other safe.

No issues deserve to be ignored during these turbulent times, and students are
certainly not the only demographic facing serious issues as the pandemic continues.

However, the issues being faced by students are understood, fixable, and are of a
nature which poses not only a present risk to students but a risk to their entire

futures, and the presents and futures of Nova Scotia as a whole.

Education is the means by which individuals elevate not only themselves, but their loved ones, 
their communities, and their province. These students are the future of Nova Scotia, and they are 
individuals in need of help. Issues such as the specter of growing student debts, an inability to 
access one’s own classes due to poor internet connectivity, the loss of both academic and mental 
supports, proper support for international students, and the fear of rising tuition and fees all plague 
the minds of Nova Scotia’s student population.

As detailed within this report, these student issues hold the potential to not only serve as a major 
detriment to students who have just begun to carve out their place in life, but to become immense 
roadblocks for the province as it moves towards recovery and growth. Yet, this has not yet fully 
come to pass, and efforts can still be made to address these issues now, before they can grow to 
a nightmarish scale. Students Nova Scotia believes that the recommendations made in this report 
can not only help Nova Scotia’s students endure and thrive as COVID-19 continues to keep normal-
ity just out of reach, but also prevent the worst outcomes these issues pose for both students and 
the province as a whole. Catastrophe can still be avoided; Nova Scotia must simply act.
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