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Students From Across Canada Take Parliament Hill
Canadian Alliance of Student Associations

The Canadian Alliance of Student Associations 
(CASA) is a non-partisan, not-for-profit 
advocacy organization representing students 
at 23 student associations across the country. 
Through our partnership with the Union étudiante 
du Québec (UEQ), CASA represents 400 000 
students across Canada. CASA advocates for 
accessible, affordable, innovative, and high-quality 
post-secondary education in Canada.

Union étudiante du Québec

The Union étudiante du Québec (UEQ) 
represents 91,000 students from 10 student 
associations across Quebec. The UEQ’s 
mission is to defend the rights and interests 
of the student community, its members 
associations, and of their members, by 
promoting, protecting, and improving the 
conditions of students and those of local and 
international communities.

CASA’s policy development and advocacy are 
guided by the belief “Nothing for us, nothing without 
us”, in that we will not undertake any policy without 
the full and direct participation of members 
impacted by that policy.

Executive Summary
Post-secondary students across the country have 
felt the full force of the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
are now facing intensifying inflationary pressures 
that have put additional strain on the affordability 
of post-secondary education. Given the current 
barriers to accessing financial aid and rising inflation, 
students require the federal government’s continued 
support to ensure they succeed.

The Canadian Alliance of Student Associations and 
the Quebec Student Union have developed a suite of 
recommendations that support Canadian students 
in addressing the rising costs of living while building 
a more innovative, accessible, and affordable 
post-secondary system. These improvements could 
dramatically improve conditions in Canada’s labour 
market, enhance completion rates for students in 
a range of high-demand disciplines, and support 
Canadians in need.

National Indigenous Advocacy Committee

The National Indigenous Advocacy Committee (NIAC) 
is a national advocacy body within CASA, composed 
of Indigenous students from across Turtle Island. This 
group represents Indigenous students’ advocacy interests 
within CASA and believes that access to post-secondary 
education is an inherent treaty right, guaranteed under 
the Numbered Treaties (1871-1921). NIAC’s mission 
is to ensure Indigenous students are being given 
opportunities to enter and succeed in post-secondary, 
as well as advocating for increased action to meet the 
Truth & Reconciliation Commission’s 94 calls to action.
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Relieving Inflationary Pressures on Students
1. Removing the Interest Students Pay on 
Federal Student Loans.

Post-secondary students face significant tuition and 
living costs in 2022, as outlined in Figure 1. Ultimately, 
university students can expect a total annual cost of 
living between $21,060 and $33,0601, in addition to an 
average tuition of $6,834 (undergraduate) or $7,437 
(graduate)2 3 per semester.

Unprecedented levels of inflation are now impacting 
these student expenses. The Consumer Price Index 
(CPI) has risen 6.8% since last year4, more than 3 
times the rate of inflation pre-pandemic (1.95% in 
2019)5. By July 2022, inflation had risen to 8.1%, the 
highest levels seen since 19916, further intensifying 
student expenses7. This is cause for concern, as 
according to Statistics Canada, post-secondary 
students are more likely to be impacted by inflation, 
given that their primary expenses are tuition, housing, 
and food8.

The sharp increase in living costs results in more 
debt for students. Students must begin to repay their 
federal loans within 6 months of graduation, after 
which they begin to accumulate interest. The CSFA 
program has frozen interest accumulation on loans, 
however this policy will expire March 31, 20239. Given 
that the average repayment period for a student 
is 9.5 years10, interest rates significantly compound 
debt over many years. A graduate in 2022 with 
an average debt of $23,00011 will need to pay a 
minimum of $1,690.50 just to cover interest-re-
lated costs in just the first year of their loan. This 
additional cost will add to student stress and their 
financial burden12 13.

Though the federal government has introduced other 
measures to assist students in repaying their student 
loans, the interest these loans accumulate is a key 
concern. The Repayment Assistance Plan (RAP), which 
reduces or pauses a single student loan borrower’s 
payments until they earn above an income threshold 
of $40,000, provides relief to students14 15. However, 
student loans continue to accumulate interest, even 
when borrowers access the RAP.

The Bank of Canada forecasts that CPI inflation 
(currently 6.9%16) will only return to pre-pandemic 
levels in 202417, meaning that students will be 
susceptible to heavily-inflated costs for nearly 2 
years to come. This measured approach will provide 
immediate financial relief to students, and will 
achieve this Government’s mandate in a fiscally 
responsible way.181920212223

The recent announcement of the removal of the 
interest rate on Canada Student Loans in the 
Fall Econominc Statement is a welcomed step 
towards this change. CASA hopes to see this 
proposal become law to help student borrowers 
across Canada.

Recommendation #1: Eliminate the interest 
rates on Canada Student Loans.

Recommendations:
Relieving Inflationary Pressures on Students

1. Eliminate the interest rates on Canada 
Student Loans.

2. Maintain current funding levels of Canada 
Student Grants past the 2022-23 school year, 
permanently doubling grant maximums for 
eligible students from $3,000 to $6,000 per 
academic year.

3. Create an up-front, non-repayable Canada 
Student Grant for graduate students with high 
financial need, at an estimated cost of $389.5 
million per year.

Retaining Canada’s Research & Development

4. Increase the value of graduate scholarships 
awarded by the Tri-Agencies by 48%, at a 
cost of $155.4 million ongoing, and double the 
number of awards given to Master’s, PhD, and 
postdoctoral students at a cost of $190 million 
ongoing, to ensure awards are internationally 
competitive and address the cost of living.

Supporting On-Campus Student Mental Health

5. Create a new fund of $500 million over 4 
years for the hiring of student mental health 
professionals on post-secondary campuses.

Solving Today’s Labour Market Needs

6. Extend the Apprenticeship Incentive Grant to 
students who are entering their first year of 
their apprenticeship.

7. Modify the conditions for study permits to allow 
international students to participate in co-op 
terms and internships that are integrated into a 
program of study without the need to obtain a 
separate work permit.

8. Permanently lift the limit on off-campus working 
hours for international students while their 
classes are in session.

Increasing Indigenous Access to Post-
Secondary

9. Increase investments to the Post-Secondary 
Student Support Program (PSSSP), and 
modify the terms of reference of ISETs 
agreements to remove ties to funding 
post-secondary education to labour market 
outcomes.

Figure 2 : Average Monthly Rental Costs Across Canada
Average monthly rental cost, Canada, Sept 2022:  $2,043

 “The average rent for all property types across Canada in September 
2022 was $2,043 per month, representing an annual increase of 15.4%.” 
Source: https://rentals.ca/national-rent-report
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Figure 1 : Average Annual Student Cost of Living

“Tuition fees for degree programs, 2021/2022,” Statistics Canada,
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/210908/dq210908a-eng.htm 
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According to data from Statistics Canada, over 1 million 
individuals are ‘Registered Indians’24, indicating that 
approximately 44% of all 1.8 million are ‘non-status’ 
Indigenous individuals25 in Canada. This status is key to 
accessing federal funding, meaning many non-status 
Indigenous learners are excluded from Indigenous-
specific federal student aid programs including the 
Post-Secondary Student Support Program (PSSSP).

The rising cost of living is especially difficult for these 
Indigenous learners, who experience significant 
additional costs associated with attending post-
secondary, including travel, technology, educational 
supplies, and childcare costs. As a result, 2 in 5 
Indigenous students (43%) reported government 
student loans as a source of post-secondary funding26. 
Providing interest relief through the CSLP is an 
effective way to support many Indigenous learners in 
accessing and thriving in post-secondary education. 
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Currently, the Bank of Canada forecasts that 
CPI inflation will only return to pre-pandemic 
levels by 202436, meaning that students 
will be susceptible to heavily inflated costs 
for two more years. If the current student 
funding level is not maintained, students 
will be in a worse position than they were 
pre-pandemic. While CASA was pleased to 
see this increase maintained in Budget 2021 
until the 2022-23 school year37, we know that 
low- and middle-income students depend on 
this expanded benefit, and will require increased 
levels of financial support in the years following 
2022-23 as inflationary pressures are projected 
by the Bank of Canada to remain constant for the 
foreseeable future38 39.

To ensure post-secondary education in Canada 
remains affordable, and therefore accessible to 
low- and middle-income students, keeping the 
CSG at its current level will be critical. Canadian 
students are the future of the country40 41. They 
will help build the houses we need, provide 
healthcare services, design the products we 
use, and push Canadian innovation forward 42. 
However, they can only do this if they get the 
support they need now. It’s important that the 
government keep its promise in its most-recent 
Speech from the Throne and continue to make 
“life more affordable” for the future drivers of the 
Canadian economy: post-secondary students43.44

Recommendation #2: Maintain current funding 
levels to Canada Student Grants past the 
2022-23 school year, permanently doubling 
grant maximums for eligible students from 
$3,000 to $6,000 per academic year.

2. Maintaining investments in Canada Student 
Grant to support Canada’s next generation of 
working professionals.

CASA firmly believes that an accessible and 
affordable post-secondary system in Canada is 
a fundamental ingredient for economic growth 
and equitable prosperity. All Canadians benefit 
from an education system where students with 
the desire to pursue post-secondary studies do 
not face any kind of barrier, financial or otherwise.

To create this ideal education system, it is 
important that the federal government play a 
role in ensuring that no student has to take on an 
unreasonable or insupportable amount of debt in 
pursuit of their post-secondary education.

The Canada Student Financial Assistance 
(CSFA) Program is the federal government’s 
primary method to financially assist low- and 
middle-income students to cover the costs of 
post-secondary education. The Canada Student 
Grants (CSG) portion of this program provides 
up-front, non-repayable aid, meaning grants are 
distributed directly to students at the beginning 
of their studies and come with no obligation 
to pay the money back27. Grant allocations are 
based on a need-assessment process that 
determines how much school will cost over 
the course of a year, and whether the student 
has access to enough funding for their chosen 
educational pathway28. The CSG saw immediate 
results when it was first created in 2009–10, 
with $350 million distributed in its first year that 
helped over 295,000 college, polytechnic, and 
undergraduate students afford post-secondary.29

In 2020-21, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
Government of Canada further expanded the 
CSG program to increase the maximum up-front, 
non-repayable grant an eligible student could 

receive. This decision, applauded by CASA and 
other post-secondary stakeholders, raised 
CSG maximums to $6,000 per year from $3,000 
per year, effectively doubling the possible 
non-repayable aid available to students in need.

Though jobs have recovered and students are 
back working summer jobs to pay for school, 
the cost of living has risen significantly the past 
year30. Inflation has impacted nearly every daily 
expense for Canadians, including gas (+36%)31, 
transportation (+14%)32, groceries (+10%), 
utilities (+7.4%), and housing (+7%)33. The CPI 
measures the change in consumer prices over a 
12 month period, comparing over time the cost of 
a fixed grouping of goods and services made by 
Canadians, on items such as groceries and gas34. 
Canadian students are now paying significantly 
higher for everyday goods and services in 2022. 
Inflation therefore further erodes the purchasing 
power of Canadian students35.

“If the current student 
funding level is not 
maintained, students 
will be in a worse
position than they 
were pre-pandemic. 
With costs rising, and 
the lingering economic 
e�ects of COVID-19 
still being felt, students 
need continued support 
to make life a�ordable."

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.ac-
tion?pid=1810000403&pickMembers%5B0%5D=1.2&cubeTimeFrame.startMonth=09
&cubeTimeFrame.startYear=2019&referencePeriods=20190901%2C20190901
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Figure 3: Impact of Inflation on Student Expenses
The Change in the Consumer Price Index for Food, 2018-2022
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Figure 4: Impact of Inflation on Student Housing
The Change in Consumer Price Index for Housing, 2017-2022
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https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1810000501 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1810000404 

The rising cost of living is especially difficult for Indigenous learners, who experience 
significant additional costs associated with attending post-secondary, as mentioned above.

In the spirit of TRC Call to Action #11, the federal government should commit to steady funding to 
increase the availability of non-repayable grants to Indigenous learners, which will significantly relieve 
the inflationary pressures they facei, help address the current backlog of students needing funding, and 
better enable them to have the financial assistance they need to access post-secondary education.
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To address the rising cost of living, the federal 
government should create an upfront, $3,000 
grant for graduate students in financial need. 
This $381.5 million ongoing investment would 
provide relief to 120,881 eligible graduate 
students with high debt54 from the onerous 
financial burden felt by many of Canada’s top 
researchers and innovators.

Recommendation #3 : Create an up-front, 
non-repayable Canada Student Grant for 
graduate students with high financial need, 
at an estimated cost of $381.5 million per 
year, ongoing.

3. Funding More Graduate Students to Lead 
Canada’s Research and Development

The pandemic accelerated labour market 
trends surrounding automation, technology, and 
sustainability.45 More than ever, Canadians advanced 
education to stay competitive in the workforce, 
have higher earning potential, and improve upon 
Canadian innovation. Many will do this by attaining 
graduate degrees and further education.

Unfortunately, none of Canada’s 272,853 graduate 
students46 are eligible for grants under the CSFA 
program. Other forms of federal aid, like Tri-Agency 
grants, are only awarded to 2% of graduate student 
applicants47. Graduate students also often have 
restrictions for working while attending school, 
including limits on the number of Work Study 
positions a student can work48, since many contracts 
that require teaching assistantships prohibit other 
jobs to supplement student income.

Because of the lack of grants available and 
the inability of graduate students to take on 
additional work while studying, a growing number 
of Canadian graduate students are entering their 
studies with less up-front, non-repayable aid, while 
coping with higher tuition and increased living 
costs49. As a result, graduate students are taking on 
increasing levels of debt, with the average student 
graduating with a debt of $28,000 (Master’s) or 
$33,000 (PhD), including 41% of Master’s students 
and 54% of PhD students who graduate with large 
debt ($25,000+)50.

Though loans are not new to students pursuing 
advanced degrees through higher education, 
with inflation rising approximately 2.15% each 
year over the past decade51 52, and with record 
inflation levels in 2022 (8.1% in June53), the cost 
of tuition, housing, and groceries for students is 
increasing faster than graduate students’ ability 
to pay for these basic necessities, exacerbating 
their financial concerns.

Master’sBachelor PhD

Figure 5: Graduate Student Debt in Canada
Average debt upon graduation
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Figure 6: Graduate Students Loans by Source

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.ac-
tion?pid=3710003601&pickMembers%5B0%5D=1.1&pickMembers%5B1%5D=3.3&c
ubeTimeFrame.startYear=2015&cubeTimeFrame.endYear=2015&referencePerio
ds=20150101%2C20150101 
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Of the total 181,410 First Nations individuals with a post-secondary credential, approximately 11,625 (6%) 
have a graduate degree (Master’s, PhD, or post-doctorate)164. Of the 54,805 First Nations individuals currently 
enrolled in post-secondary, approximately 3,288 students are enrolled in graduate programs165.

However, according to Statistics Canada, less than half (45.2%) of these 3,288 First Nations 
graduate students receive PSSSP funding166. Of those who submit applications, only 2% receive 
Tri-Agencies funding or approximately 66 Indigenous graduate students per year.

Without access to consistent federal grants or research scholarships, 48% of these Indigenous students take 
on student loans, with the average graduate student graduating either $28,000 (Master’s) or $33,000 (PhD) of 
further debt167 in addition to the average undergraduate debt of $28,000. As a result, many Indigenous graduate 
students experience chronic underfunding and significant student debt over the course of their studies.

By creating a new grant to address graduate students in need, Indigenous graduate students would see 
their debt loads significantly reduced in accessing post-secondary education across Canada.

https://lmic-cimt.ca/data-dashboards/post-secondary-graduate-earnings/ 

“I’m managing and surviving
just by the skin of my teeth, 
despite getting a really really 
good job that pays really well.”
Hannah Sullivan Facknitz, graduate student,
studying Communications at UBC.

Figure 7: Earnings by Canadian Post-Secondary 
Graduates by Level of Education, 1 Year 
Post-Graduation, Census 2016 

https://lmic-cimt.ca/data-dashboards/post-secondary-graduate-earnings/ 
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Currently, Tri-Agencies award graduate student 
recipients only $17,50060 for one year, an amount 
that has not changed since 200461, despite 
inflation rising 48%62 over that period. Though 
many graduate students take on additional 
part-time research work at universities, the 
hours available and salary widely vary, and still 
are not enough to cover the cost of living in 
many major cities. With the high demands of 
graduate-level research, most graduate students 
do not have the capacity to take on additional 
work to finance their studies,63 64 making them 
reliant on on-campus employment and 
underfunded scholarships.

When graduate students are unable to find 
adequate funding in Canada, they often look 
elsewhere. Demographic data from Statistics 
Canada shows that over 4 million Canadians 
work abroad, and compared with the Canadian 
population, these emigrants are younger, earn 
higher incomes, are more educated, and work 
in highly-skilled fields65. According to a Statistics 
Canada report: “The departure of people with 
these characteristics raises concerns about the 
loss of significant economic potential and the 
retention of a highly skilled workforce for the 
country of origin”66. The Tri-Agencies would make 
Canada more competitive and attractive to top 
global talent by increasing the value of awards 
by 48%, to match net inflation since 200467, which 
would cost $155.4 million.

Currently, the Tri-Agencies receive over $2.19 
billion in federal funding68, yet only $190 
million in scholarships is provided to support 
4,500 Master’s, PhD, and postdoctoral student 
researchers69. An increase to the Tri-Agencies’ 
funding will not necessarily translate into 
more support for student researchers, which 
is why direct specific funding increases for 
scholarships is required.

Graduate student research is a strong 
driver behind the $14.3 billion in research 
and development (R&D) conducted across 
Canadian universities, representing 40% 
of national R&D70; yet Canada is falling 
behind globally71 72 73 74. Since 2001, federal 
expenditures on R&D have declined by 16%, 
making Canada only 1 of 5 OECD countries 
to decrease its research intensity during this 
period75. Furthermore, federal expenditures 
on post-secondary R&D, known as ‘Higher 
Education Expenditure in R&D’ or HERD, has 
only risen by 3% since Tri-Agency scholarship 
amounts were capped in 200476 77. As science 
and innovation increasingly contribute to 
Canada’s global reputation, the federal 
government should also double the number of 

Tri-Agency scholarships awarded to 
students at a cost of $190 million78, resulting 
in 19,000 total Tri-Agency scholarships to 
support Canada’s best and brightest 
students79 80. The doubling of graduate 
scholarships will reinvigorate Canada’s R&D 
sector by acting as an incentive for Canada’s 
talented and well-trained graduate students to 
study at home.818283

Recommendation #4: Increase the value 
of graduate scholarships awarded by the 
Tri-Agencies by 48%, at a cost of $155.4 million 
ongoing, and double the number of awards 
given to Master’s, PhD, and postdoctoral 
students at a cost of $190 million ongoing, to 
ensure awards are internationally competitive 
and increase with the cost of living.

Investing in the Future of Canada’s 
Research & Development
4. Preventing Research ‘Brain Drain’: 
Investing in graduate student scholarships 
to keep pace with inflation.

The Canada Research Granting Agency, 
otherwise known as the ‘Tri-Agencies,’ refers 
to three federal government research funding 
agencies: Natural Sciences and Engineering 
Research Council of Canada (NSERC), Canadian 
Institutes of Health Research (CIHR), and 
Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council (SSHRC). Together, the Tri-Agencies 
are responsible for managing public funds to 
enable and support Canadian research55. The 
Tri-Agencies are an important part of Canadian 
research and development, and support many 
of Canada’s best and brightest scientists, 
engineers, researchers and innovators.

Graduate students, defined to include Master’s, 
PhD, and postdoctoral students, interact with 
the Tri-Agencies through the Canada Graduate 
Scholarships Master’s (CGS-M). The objective 
of CGS-M is to help develop research skills and 
assist in the training of highly qualified personnel 
by supporting students who demonstrate a high 
standard of achievement in their studies56. These 
scholarships are highly coveted, and are only 
awarded to 2% of applicants each year57 58, funding 
a total of only 4,500 student researchers yearly59.

Indigenous Research is an essential expression of the Indigenous right to establish and control 
Indigenous education and identity. It is also essential to developing evidence-based and culturally-
relevant policies that impact Indigenous concerns. However, Indigenous researchers have traditionally 
been excluded from Tri-Agencies scholarship awards, partly due to lack of Indigenous representation 
on Tri-Agencies governing councils, as well as restrictive criteria that is exclusionary to Indigenous 
ways of knowing, which results in Indigenous researchers being awarded research funding less often.

It is essential that the Tri-Agencies increase the value and number of graduate 
scholarships to support Indigenous graduate students seeking to generate Indigenous 
Research that can benefit Indigenous culture, communities, and policies.

In the 2022 Federal Budget,
the government invested
$2.19 billion86 in Tri-Agencies,
yet only $19087 million was
awarded in Master’s and 
PhD student scholarships.

16%

R&D

“Since 2001, federal expenditures 
on research and development 
have declined by 16%, making 
Canada only 1 of 5 OECD countries 
to decrease its research intensity 
during this period.”
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Solving Today’s Labour Market Needs
6. Investing in Apprentices to Address 
Canada’s Labour Market Crisis

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted 
the Canadian economy and has brought about 
abrupt changes to the Canadian labour market. In 
the first two months of the pandemic, Canadians 
lost an unprecedented three million jobs.100 
However, after two years, Canada has begun to 
experience a rapid economic recovery. By April 
2022, Canada displayed the fastest jobs recovery 
in the G7, generating 112% of jobs lost since March 
2020, with both rates of employment (61.9%101) 
and unemployment (5.2%102) recovering to their 
pre-pandemic levels.

With this record economic growth, Canada is now 
confronting a major labour shortage, which has 
only worsened due to the effects of the pandemic 
and Canada’s aging workforce103. Since April 2021, 
demand for skilled workers has hit record levels, 
with job vacancies rising 60% above pre-pandemic 
rates across most industrial sectors and all 
provinces104. The Canadian Apprenticeship Forum 
estimates that 700,000 skilled trades workers are 
set to retire by 2028105 106. In order to meet this 
workforce demand, approximately 75,000 new 
apprentices will need to be hired each year for the 
following 5 years107.

Currently, there are 381,039 apprentices enrolled in 
post-secondary institutions across the country108. 
Since the introduction of its apprenticeship grants, 

the Apprenticeship Incentive Grant (AIG), the 
Apprenticeship Incentive Grant for Women 
(AIG-W), and the Apprenticeship Completion  
Gover 978,200 grants ($1.28 billion in funding) to 
support Canadian apprentices109.

The 2019 Federal Budget outlined the Canadian 
Apprenticeship Strategy, a program aimed to 
increase the impact of current supports and 
encourage Canadians’ participation in the 
skilled trades110, particularly those traditionally 
underrepresented in the Red Seal trades, including 
persons with disabilities, and women111. Thefederal 
government’s main financial aid program for 
prospective apprentices, the Apprenticeship 
Incentive Grant (AIG), provides a $1,000 grant that 
may be claimed twice, however a student may 
only apply once they have completed a full year of 
training112 113.

While the AIG supports 66,000 apprentices each 
year114, each of these students cannot access 
funding until after they complete one year of 
training, at which point they have already had 
to pay thousands of dollars in upfront costs. For 
example, a first year Electrical student from the 
British Columbia Institute of Technology (BCIT) 
would be required to pay, at minimum, program 
and living expenses for 8 months, including: 2 
terms of tuition totalling $3,052.40115, eight months 
of rent totalling $20,720 (with an average rent in 
Vancouver at $2,590116), plus any related costs for 
transportation, tools, groceries, and other expenses.

Supporting On-Campus Student Mental Health
5. Supporting Student Health and Wellness 
Across Canadian Post-Secondary Institutions

The impacts of COVID-19 have significantly intensified 
the existing academic, financial, and emotional 
challenges that students face in post-secondary 
education. According to the Mental Health 
Commission of Canada 2021 report, post-secondary 
students across Canada experienced high levels of 
social isolation (83%), financial distress (64%), and 
loneliness (61%)84 during the pandemic. The majority 
of students reported that the pandemic has either 
worsened their pre-existing mental health challenges 
(74%) or created new mental health struggles (61%)85.

To cope with these challenges, students have 
increasingly turned to mental health services. Over 
the past year, 1 in 2 students have sought campus 
supports, including in-person and virtual counselling 
services, and in-person peer support groups86. 
However, there are significant barriers to accessing 
these urgently needed supports including but not 
limited to: the lack of funding, long wait times, lack of 
awareness, and stigma87. Furthermore, these negative 
impacts disproportionately affect students identifying 
as a visible minority, 2SLGBTQ+, Indigenous, and those 
with a pre-existing mental illness or disability88.

In recent years, the federal government has 
acknowledged the urgent need to address mental 
health across post-secondary campuses. In 2021, 
the Government of Canada promised a new mental 
health transfer of $500 million over four years to 
increase access to mental health services across 
post-secondary campuses, including the hiring of 
1,200 mental health counsellors89 90. Furthermore, the 
Minister of Mental Health and Addictions’ mandate 
letter calls for a new student mental health fund 
dedicated to improving campus mental health91. 
However, no funding was allocated in the 2022 
Federal Budget to address the, student mental health 
crisis unfolding across Canada’s campuses.

“My grades have been lower 
because of the toll that Covid 
has had on my mental health”  
-Student respondent, 2022 Canadian Student 
Wellbeing Survey, Conducted by Studiosity 
Canada and Angus Reid.92

It is important that students can access the 
support they need as soon as possible, as the 
mental health concerns that arose during the 
COVID-19 pandemic did not go away when 
social restrictions were eased93. The research 
is clear: students continue to live with the 
mental health challenges they faced during 
the COVID-19 pandemic94. Investing in a new 
mental health fund that increases access to 
services across Canadian post-secondary 
campuses would be a valued step in healing 
student mental health as we recover from the 
COVID-19 pandemic.95

Recommendation #5: Create a new fund 
of $500 million over 4 years for the hiring 
of student mental health professionals on 
post-secondary campuses.

The COVID-19 pandemic has disproportionately 
worsened mental health outcomes that Indigenous 
students have been experiencing for decades, as the 
result of a wide range of factors rooted in Canada’s 
colonial history, including racism, marginalisation, 
and poverty96. Indigenous learners continue to face 
significant mental health disparities in post-secondary 
education compared with non-Indigenous students, 
including higher levels of stress (41%), anxiety 
(40%), and negative mental health (60%)97, and are 
five to six times more likely to commit suicide98.

Pandemic restrictions have not only cut off students 
from cultural and traditional practices and community 
support systems99, but have significantly disrupted 
available culturally-sensitive mental health services.

In the spirit of TRC Call to Action #63, the new 
mental health transfer must fund Indigenous 
traditional, trauma-informed, and culturally-
appropriate mental health services and healing 
practices that have demonstrated benefits for 
improving Indigenous student outcomes.

Figure 8: Impact of COVID-19 on Student Mental Health

Canadian Alliance of Student Associations, “The New Abnormal - Student 
Mental Health Two Years Into COVID-19, (2022). https://www.ca-
sa-acae.com/the_new_abnormal_report

61%

74%
74% of students reported the pandemic
worsened prior mental health challenges

61% of students reporting the pandemic
created new mental health challenges

Indigenous students have an important role to play in addressing the urgent labour market crisis. Expanding 
access to apprenticeships and skilled worker careers offers sustainable opportunities for Indigenous learners to 
transition into the workforce. Recent federal initiatives, including the Indigenous Skills and Employment Training 
(ISETs) program, aim to better connect Indigenous learners with skills training and employment opportunities.

However, in the spirit of TRC Call to Action #7 and #10.vii, the federal government must ensure that 
funding for apprenticeship programs do not compromise Indigenous right to self-determination. 
Specifically, by tying educational funding directly to labour market outcomes. 
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7. Streamlining the co-op process 
for international students seeking a 
Canadian education

For more than twenty years, the number of internation-
al students enrolled in Canadian post-secondary 
institutions has grown at a rate far higher than that 
of domestic students.122 Not even a global pandemic 
could keep eager students around the world from 
studying at Canadian institutions, as many started 
their programs virtually from their home country with 
the hope that they would one day be able to travel, 
and study in Canada. This persistent interest is due to 
a variety of factors unique to our country, including the 
quality of Canadian post-secondary education and 
targeted recruitment programs123.

hola! 

hello! 

Canada has 621,565 
international students135.

Despite higher tuition fees, which can be nearly five 
times more than what domestic students pay, 
international students have continued to seek out 
Canada as a high-quality study destination.124 More 
than that, 60% of these students hope to continue to 
live and contribute to the Canadian economy after 
graduation.125 Additionally, Canada’s aging population 
requires increased immigration levels if we are to 
sustain the health of our national social safety net, 
and international students are uniquely faced to 
meet this demand.

Notwithstanding their immense cultural value and 
economic potential, and in spite of paying higher fees, 
international students are often locked out of some of 
the most valuable aspects of their Canadian education. 
For example, to participate in co-ops or full-time 
internships, international students must first go through 
the process of obtaining an additional work permit on 
top of their active study permit126.

This additional application process creates barriers 
to accessing work-integrated learning in a number 
of ways. First, they are only valid for a year, and thus 
need to be applied for annually.127 Furthermore, 
timelines for getting co-op permits approved differ 
in length, meaning that an international student may 
miss out on crucial deadlines which will prevent them 
from completing work terms in time and therefore, 
impact their student visa status. Finally, the current 
guidelines for co-op permit eligibility are restricted 
to include only work that is integral to a student’s 
program of study, which prevents international 
students from participating in optional co-op 
routes128. These barriers make it extremely difficult for 
international students to participate in these valuable 
learning experiences.

The federal government has highlighted that skilled 
immigration is a key driver for growing Canada’s 
post-COVID-19 economy and Canada plans to 
welcome 500,000 permanent residents in 2025129.130 
Reducing barriers for international students, 
specifically surrounding co-op placements, will 
enhance the educational experience of students 
who come to Canada to study, and will ensure 
that Canada has the skilled workers we need for 
a thriving economy. International students are the 
key to Canada’s sustained growth and international 
competitiveness, but only if we can help them get the 
experience and education they need to stay here.131

Recommendation #7: Modify the conditions for 
study permits to allow international students to 
participate in co-op terms and internships that 
are integrated into a program of study without 
the need to obtain a separate work permit.

Although many apprentices do get some financial 
compensation while working, the majority of 
Canada’s apprentices still either choose to extend 
their studies (64%) or leave their training (20%)117. 
According to the latest data from Statistics 
Canada, out of 55,455 enrolled apprentices, only 
35,256 students graduated in 2020118 119, nearly 
40,000 graduates short of Canada’s annual 
workforce needs120.

Over 81% of apprenticeships lead to permanent, 
high-paying jobs that are essential to the 
Canadian economy. Supporting Canadian skilled 
trades is a valuable long-term investment121. 
Given that apprenticeship students accrue costs 
associated with studying before the end of their 
first year, the Apprenticeship Incentive Grant should 
be extended to students who are entering their first 
year of apprenticeship, to help improve access by 
addressing up-front costs.

Recommendation #6: The Apprenticeship 
Incentive Grant should be extended to students 
who are entering their first year of apprentice-
ship, to help improve access by addressing 
up-front costs.

Figure 10 - Canadian Apprenticeship Registrations
and Certifications by Year
Number of certifications by year
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https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/71-607-x/71-607-x2020016-eng.htm 

Number of certifications
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59,409

56,628

55,230

51,150

54,522

52,368

35,256

375,000
apprentices will be required in 

the next 5 years to build the 
infrastructure required for 

Canada’s housing crisis and 
transition to sustainable energy."

International students are an 
incredible asset for Canada, as 
they bring significant economic 
benefit, contributing $21.6 billion 
to Canada’s GDP and supporting 
nearly 170,000 jobs136.

170,000 jobs

$2.16 B
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Increasing Indigenous Access to Post-Secondary
9. Taking Real Action Towards Reconciliation 
Through Effective Funding Supports for 
Indigenous Learners

The Indigenous population is the fastest-growing 
segment of the Canadian population136. Since 2006, 
the Indigenous population has grown 29.4%137, 
nearly four times the rate of the non-Indigenous 
population138, and is projected to grow by 36% 
between now and 2041139.

According to Statistics Canada, Indigenous peoples 
are also the youngest population in Canada, 
with 44% under the age of 25140. Within this age 
demographic, 70% of First Nations youth report they 
want to participate in post-secondary education 
(PSE)141. Furthermore, Indspire projects that 130,000 
Indigenous individuals from the ages of 17 to 51 will 
be eligible to attend post-secondary education 
in Canada by the year 2023142. Despite this rapid 
growth in demand for post-secondary access, 
federal funding for Indigenous post-secondary 
education has not kept pace143. The Post-Secondary 
Student Support Program (PSSSP) comprises 
93% of all federal funding to Indigenous students, 
yet, the program funded less than half (45.2%) 
of the 54,805 First Nations students enrolled in 
PSE in 2017-18144. Though funding has since been 
expanded in Budget 2019, the PSSSP still does not 
provide enough funding to meet the demand for 
Indigenous education.145

In addition to a lack of available federal funding, 
Indigenous learners also face unique costs 
associated with attending post-secondary, 
including travel and accommodation expenses, 
mental health supports, and often childcare146 147. 
As a result, Indigenous learners are significantly 
underrepresented in post-secondary institutions 
across the country148 149. According to Statistics 
Canada, only 53% of Indigenous individuals 
(aged 24 and above) earned a post-secondary 
certificate150, compared with 3-in-4 non-Indigenous 
individuals (73%)151 152.

Furthermore, the educational gap widens when 
comparing rates of university degree completion: 
only 8.7% of individuals who identify as First Nations 
have earned a Bachelor’s degree or higher, 
compared with 9.8% of the more broadly defined 
Aboriginal population, including First Nations, 
Métis, and Inuit, and 29.3% of the non-Indigenous 
total Canadian population153. Indigenous Services 
Canada’s (ISC) 2021 Annual Report to Parliament 
declared that the reason for these significant 
educational gaps was due to “...a history of colonial 
assimilation practices, chronic underfunding, and 
inadequate education systems.”154. This finding 

aligns with the Assembly of First Nations’ report that 
Indigenous learners require “adequate, predictable, 
sustainable and equitable funding and resources 
to support strong student outcomes.”155

Access to post-secondary 
opportunities is a treaty 
responsibility that the federal 
government must uphold 
for Indigenous learners, as 
outlined in the Numbered 
Treaties of 1871-1921156.

The Truth & Reconciliation Commission Calls to 
Action include providing adequate federal funding 
to end the backlog of First Nations students seeking 
a post-secondary education (#11).

8. Permanently Increasing Off-Campus 
International Student Working Hours

On October 7th, 2022, the Department of 
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship 
announced the removal of the 20-hours per week 
cap that international students are allowed to 
work when employed off-campus132. This was met 
with celebrations from international students and 
stakeholders across Canada. Although this was 
rightly celebrated, the move was declared to be 
temporary and the cap is set to revert in 2024.

Canada, like most western nations, is facing a labour 
shortage that is slowing down Canada’s economy.133 
The current labour shortage, combined with Canada’s 
ageing demographic, means that this labour shortage 
will persist for the foreseeable future; even if there is an 
economic downturn.134 If the tight labour market is here 
to stay, the government should permanently lift the 
cap on the off-campus working hours of international 
students.

The additional hurdles that international students face 
compound the financial burden that many take on 
when studying in Canada. With the sharp increases in 
the cost of living that we have seen in the past year, 
giving international students the opportunity to easily 
access work off-campus in order to afford increased 
expenses is paramount.135

It is not uncommon for students to work late to support 
their co-workers or to be scheduled additional hours 
during busy periods in part-time jobs. However, with 
a cap on off-campus working hours, international 
students were put in the unique position of declining 
these normal staffing requirements, at the risk of 
working more than 20 hours and losing their student 
visa. This puts students in a difficult situation. If they don’t 
follow the schedule set by their employer, students 
can be threatened with dismissal or a reduction in 
theirhours, but working additional hours puts students in 
violation of their student visa.

Permanently removing the limit for off-campus 
working hours for international students would ensure 
that international students are treated fairly in their 
workplaces. These students will have the freedom to 
choose a workplace that caters to their academic 
interests and school schedule, as all domestic students 
have the freedom to do.

Recommendation 8: Permanently lift the limit on 
off-campus working hours for international students 
while their classes are in session.

Permanently removing the limit for 
o�-campus working hours for
international students would ensure 
that international students are treated 
fairly in their workplaces.

These students will have the freedom 
to choose a workplace that caters to 
their academic interests and personal
interests, as all domestic students 
have the freedom to.

Indspire projects that 

130,000 
Indigenous individuals 
aged 17 to 51 
will be eligible to attend 
post-secondary 
education 
in Canada by 2023
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/421/FI-
NA/Brief/BR10006936/br-external/Indspire-e.pdf t
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Currently, the most widely accessed federal funded 
program is the Post-secondary Student Support 
Program (PSSSP), which alongside the University 
and College Entrance Program (UCEP), comprises 
93% of all federal funding directed towards 
Indigenous students157. In total , the PSSSP regularly 
provides assistance for between 23,000 and 24,500 

students per year158. However, since 1996, the PSSSP 
has had a 2% fixed funding cap, significantly limiting 
the ability of PSSSP funding to match the rapid growth 
in the Indigenous student population159. According to 
Statistics Canada, of the 54,805 First Nations students 
enrolled in PSE, less than half (45.2%) received federal 
funding through the PSSSP160. As reported by the 
Assembly of First Nations: “The demand for student 
funding far exceeds the money that First Nations 
receive to support members who wish to attend 
post-secondary.”161

Figure 14: Post-Secondary Completion Rates in Canada
Indigenous Non-indigenous , Completion Rates of a 
Post-secondary Degree in Canada

“The achievements, experiences and labour market outcomes of First Nations, 
Métis and Inuit women with bachelor’s degrees or higher”, 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2021001/article/00009-eng.htm
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The federal government has also made efforts 
to better connect Indigenous learners with skills 
training and employment opportunities. The 
Indigenous Skills and Employment Training (ISETs) 
program currently provides funding directly to 
Indigenous service delivery organizations (e.g. Tribal 
Councils) through ISETs agreements, which dictate 
funding requirements and allocation amounts. 
However, in recent years, ISETs agreements tie 
program funding directly to labour market “success”, 
which overrides the Indigenous right to self-deter-
mination through education, as guaranteed in 
the Numbered Treaties of 1871-1921. Indigenous 
labour outcomes should be a government priority, 
but autonomy in education is important not only 
because it is a Treaty right, but because it allows 
Indigenous learners to explore different academic 
fields, not just those with specific government 
economic outcomes. The government cannot, 
and must not, prescribe what kind of education is 
important for Indigenous communities.162163

Recommendation 9: Increase investments 
to the Post-Secondary Student Support 
Program (PSSSP), and modify the terms of 
reference of ISETs agreements to remove ties 
to funding post-secondary education to labour 
market outcomes.

Only 19%
of 24,772 
eligible Indigenous learners 
receive funding from the 
Post-Secondary Student Support 

Program each year
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About CASA

Our Members

Established in 1995, the Canadian Alliance of Student 
Associations (CASA) is a non-partisan, not-for-profit, 
student organization composed of 22 student associa-
tions representing 360,000 post-secondary students 
from coast to coast. Through its partnership with the 
Quebec Students Union (QSU), CASA presents a national 
student voice to the federal government. CASA advo-
cates for a Canadian post-secondary education 
system that is accessible, affordable, innovative, and of 
the highest quality.

About UEQ

130 Slater Street, Suite 410, Ottawa ON, K1P 6E2 

casa-acae.com @casaacae

613.236.3457 /casaacae

info@casa.ca @casaacae

6217, Rue St-André, Montréal QC, H2S 2K6

unionetudiante.ca. @UnionEtudiante 

877.213.3551 /ueq.qsu

info@unionetudiante. ca @ueq.qsu

The Quebec Stuent Union/Union étudiante du Québec 
(UEQ)’s mission is to defend the rights and interests of the 
student community, of its members associations, and of 
their members, by promoting, protecting, and improving 
the conditions of students and those of local and 
international communities. The UEQ represents 91,000 
students from 10 student associations across Quebec

Together, we represent 400,000 students across Canada.


