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One of the core values of OUSA is the belief that all students who are willing and able
to attend university should have the ability to do so. To ensure this is possible, OUSA
advocates for comprehensive investments in the post-secondary sector by the Ontario
government, which helps guarantee that higher education remains accessible to
students from marginalized backgrounds.
Various research initiatives on the post-secondary sector have clearly demonstrated that
students from high-income families are more likely to attend university than students
from low-income families.1 Although there are multiple reasons one can attribute to this
disparity; one unquestionable cause is that students from high-income households have
a greater ability to pay for the costs associated with attending university. To ameliorate
this disparity, the Ontario government uses the Ontario Student Assistance Program
(OSAP) as a mechanism to provide grant and loan funds to low and middle-income
students who otherwise are unable to receive a post-secondary education.
In addition, both the Ontario and the federal government recognize that certain
identities have historically experienced systemic discrimination, which makes particular
communities increasingly vulnerable to poverty or financial precarity. As a result, these
communities, such as Indigenous peoples and people with disabilities, receive additional
aid on top of available OSAP funds.
In November 2017, OUSA conducted its biennial Ontario Post-Secondary Student
Survey (OPSSS) which provides an overview of students’ financial situations, the
mechanisms used to finance students’ education, and students’ perception on postsecondary affordability. With this data, OUSA was able to examine the specific financial
situations of students with marginalized identities, such as Indigenous students, queer
students, and students with disabilities. Specifically, OUSA sought to further understand
the economic disparities that marginalized people face in the context of financing a
university education, and whether the targeted grants and programs available to some
marginalized people were sufficient to ameliorate these inequities.
When conducting this research, OUSA focused on the same standard indicators to
examine the financial situation of marginalized students. These indicators were: their
family income levels, their average amount of government loan and grant funds, their
RESP withdrawals, and their debt levels. To establish marginalized students’ perception
of post-secondary affordability, OUSA examined their perception of student’s financial
contributions to universities, their concern for whether they will have enough money to
complete their education, and their perception of their personal debt.

METHODOLOGY FOR
OPSSS
Students attending to the eight OUSA member institutions (Brock, Laurentian, Wilfrid
Laurier, McMaster, Trent Durham, Queen’s, Western, and Waterloo) were surveyed
with the OPSSS in November 2017. The survey questionnaire was 120 questions long,
although not all respondents were asked every question. The questionnaire was
uploaded onto a secure online web platform hosted by CCI Research Inc. Ethics
approval was provided by Laurentian University, McMaster University, Trent
University, Queen’s University, Wilfrid Laurier University, and the University of
Waterloo. At Western University and Brock University, the survey was run as a quality
assurance study as outlined in Article 1.1d of the tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical
Conduct for Research Involving Humans.
Following approval, invitations to participate in the survey were sent to students’
university emails. Each invitation contained a link to the survey and was e-mailed from
our member student associations. If students decided to take part in the survey, they
were directed to a detailed letter of information that explained the risks and benefits of
participating as well as the steps taken to keep students’ identities and responses private
and confidential.
Responses were only recorded after students clicked ‘submit’ at the end of the survey.
Respondents could skip any question or invalidate their responses by exiting the
browser at any time. All surveys were completed anonymously, and participation was
entirely voluntary.
To incentivize participation, respondents were invited to enter a draw for a chance to
win one of two iPad Mini4 tablets upon completing the survey. Participants were asked
to provide their email addresses if they were interested in entering the draw. All
voluntarily submitted email addresses were stored separately from survey responses to
maintain respondents’ anonymity. OUSA never had access to students’ email addresses.
One limitation of using OPSSS data is that, like all survey research, the provided
information is self-reported. We therefore must rely on respondents to be honest,
accurate, and forthcoming in their responses. A second limitation is that not all students
responded to every question, which means less insight is provided in certain areas.
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Indigenous people continue to face systemic discrimination in Canada because of a
history of settler colonialism and its associated production of social inequities. A long
series of racist policies and laws have created conditions where Indigenous peoples are
significantly disadvantaged in comparison to their non-Indigenous Canadian
counterparts.
In terms of health, Indigenous youth are five to seven times higher to die from suicide
in comparison to non-Indigenous youth. In addition, 18% of Indigenous youth smoke
and 40% heavily drink in comparison to 9.7% of non-Indigenous youth who smoke and 35.5%
who heavily drink.2 Indigenous peoples at large are also more susceptible to health conditions
such as diabetes and heart disease.3 These health inequities largely stem from significant
economic and educational disparities facing Indigenous communities. For example, 62.5% of
Indigenous people of working age are employed, in comparison to 75.8% of nonIndigenous people. Even when Indigenous peoples are employed they tend to have a
lower income in contrast to non-Indigenous Canadians. Over 40% of Indigenous
children live in poverty and they represent over half of the children in the Canadian
foster care system.4 Major educational disparities also exist as only 9.8% of Indigenous
peoples aged 25-64 have a university degree versus 26.5% of non-Indigenous
Canadians.5
In an attempt to ameliorate some of these social inequities against Indigenous peoples,
in addition to fulfilling treaty obligations, the Ontario and federal government have
implemented initiatives to enable higher rates of participation in post-secondary school
for Indigenous people. The Canadian federal government funds the Post-Secondary
Student Support Program (PSSSP) which provides funding for status First Nations and
Inuit to a maximum of $50,000 per year. The Ontario government funds various
bursaries that are available to any individual who self identifies as Indigenous.
The OPSSS found that, in terms of government assistance, Indigenous students
received greater amounts of financial aid in comparison to non-Indigenous students.
The average amount of grant and bursary funds received by an Indigenous student was
$5,296 in comparison to $3,919 for a non-Indigenous student. In terms of loans,
Indigenous students receive an average of $7,153 in comparison to $6,625 for nonIndigenous students. Interestingly, despite an increased reliance on government
assistance, Indigenous students who have RESPs withdraw, on average, higher
amounts. The average RESP withdrawal for an Indigenous student is $7,399 compared
to $6,754 from non-Indigenous students.

One concerning trend found in the OPSSS data was the relatively low reliance on the
PSSSP by Indigenous students. In total, 209 students self-identified as Indigenous, but
only eight of these students reported a reliance on PSSSP. Such data means that only
3.8% of Indigenous students utilized the program. While such a statistic does not
explicitly explain why there is such a low reliance on PSSSP, this information does
suggest that Indigenous students continue to face significant barriers to accessing this
program.
Figure 1: Sources of debt for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students
(n=256 [Indigenous responses], n=7,711 [non-Indigenous responses])

Despite these greater levels of financial aid, Indigenous students were still more likely
to accumulate debt while attending university. When asked to identify their source of
financial debt, 24% of responses from Indigenous students indicated no debt
accumulation in comparison to 28% of non-Indigenous responses (p=0.000062).
Interestingly, non-Indigenous students and Indigenous students accumulated similar
amounts of government loan debt. Non-Indigenous students had an average
government loan debt of $17,210 while Indigenous students had an average debt of
$17,440.
Based on the OPSSS data, two major factors exist that could explain why Indigenous
students are more likely to accumulate debt. First, Indigenous students were more
likely to come from a low to middle income family. Of the students surveyed, 40.9% of
Indigenous students had a family income of less than $75,000 a year compared to
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29.1% of non-Indigenous students (p=0.000). Second, Indigenous students are more
likely to come from rural and northern communities, which creates additional financial
burdens associated with travel, commuting, and living. Approximately 43% of
Indigenous students came from rural and northern communities in comparison to 27%
of non-Indigenous students (p=0.000). Both of these attributes associated with
Indigenous students could potentially explain the increased likelihood of accumulating
debt.
The use of OPSSS data to examine the financial situation of Indigenous students
provides important context when we discuss their perspective on post-secondary
affordability. When asked for their perspective on how much student tuition should
contribute to a university’s annual operating budget, Indigenous students are more
likely than their non-Indigenous counterparts to believe that tuition should make up
less than 40% (see Figure 2). Approximately 75% of Indigenous students believed that
tuition should make up less than 40% of a university’s operating budget, in comparison
to 66% of non-Indigenous students (p=0.001). Similarly, Indigenous students were
more likely to be concerned over their financial situation. According to OPSSS, 80% of
Indigenous students are very to somewhat concerned that they will have enough money
to complete their education, compared to 70% of non-Indigenous students
(p=0.000034). These two statistics suggest that the greater financial precarity faced by
Indigenous students contributes to an increased likelihood of perceiving postsecondary education as unaffordable.
Figure 2: Indigenous students’ and non-Indigenous students’ preferred
level of contribution to a university’s operating budget (n=208 [Indigenous
students] n=7173 [non-Indigenous students])

QUEER STUDENTS
Unlike Indigenous peoples who face the intergenerational reproduction of economic
inequities, queer youth come from a variety of family contexts with a variety of
financial backgrounds. The results from the OPSSS elucidate this fact. Approximately
30% of heterosexual students had family incomes below $75,000 and 29% of queer
students (all students who identified as non-heterosexual) reported the same family
income status. Approximately 19% of queer students reported a family income of over
$125,000 and 20% of heterosexual students reported the same. This trend suggests
that queer students and heterosexual students have roughly the same family financial
backgrounds.
Figure 3: Family income levels for heterosexual students and queer
students (n=5993 [heterosexual students], n=901 [queer students])

Because of the similar family income trends between queer and heterosexual students,
both demographic groups should receive approximately the same amount of
government financial assistance. This is because government financial assistance is
based on parental income, regardless of whether parents contribute to financing their
child’s education. The OPSSS data confirmed that that both these group received
relatively similar amounts of government assistance. In terms of government loans,
heterosexual students had an average annual loan of $6,647 in comparison for $6,373
for queer students (4.2% difference). For annual government grants, heterosexual
students received $3,944 in comparison to $4,057 for queer students (2.8% difference).
Despite the relatively similar reliance on government financial assistance, queer
students and heterosexual students have a different relationship with debt and savings.
When asked to identify their source of financial debt, 22% of responses from queer
students indicated no debt, in comparison to 28% of heterosexual student responses
(p=0.0002). For Registered Education Saving Plan (RESP) withdrawals, heterosexual
students on average withdrew $6,837 and queer students withdrew $5,979. This shows
a 14.35% difference in reliance on RESPs between heterosexual and queer students.
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The fact that queer students have a greater likelihood to accumulate debt and, on
average, withdraw less from RESPs, highlights the importance of avoiding broad
generalizations of queer students’ financial situation. Although queer students and
heterosexual students have a similar family income distribution, the relationship
between queer students and their parents can be different than heterosexual students’
relationship. This is especially true when we consider that social science literature has
long recorded an increased likelihood for queer students to have a strained relationship
with their family. For example, in Canada, approximately 25-40% of homeless youth are
from the LGBTQ+ community and this overrepresentation largely stems from family
conflict and discrimination.6 With this context in mind, the lower reliance on RESPs and
higher likelihood of debt accumulation for queer students make sense. Although some
queer students may have access to their family’s financial resources, others do not, and
this fact means that the financial burden for tuition costs becomes larger for queer
students.
Interestingly, even though queer students are more likely to have debt, the average
government loan debt for queer students was slightly lower than heterosexual students
($16,207 compared to $16,787). This difference in debt levels might be attributed to the
variation in program enrolment patterns between heterosexual students and queer
students. For example, the OPSSS found that heterosexual students are more likely to
enrol in programs such as business and engineering in comparison to queer students. In
contrast, queer students were more likely to enrol in life sciences, social sciences,
humanities, and fine art programs (p=0.000). These program enrolment patterns are
significant because the Ontario government regulates business and engineering
programs as professional schools, which permits universities to charge higher tuition
rates for them. As such, the higher debt levels carried by heterosexual students may be a
result of the more expensive programs that they enrol in.
This variation in the likelihood of debt accumulation and RESP withdrawals could
explain why queer students have different perspectives on post-secondary affordability
than their heterosexual counterparts. For example, 90% of queer students stated that
they viewed their debt as very or somewhat burdensome in comparison to 87% of
heterosexual students (p=0.000). Similarly, 75% of queer students were very or
somewhat concerned about having enough money to complete their education,
compared to 70% of heterosexual students (p=0.000). Finally, 68% of queer students
believe that tuition should make up less than 40% of a university’s operating budget, in
comparison to 65% of heterosexual students (p=0.0037).
The different perspectives on debt and post-secondary affordability between
heterosexual students and queer students may also be attributed to the economic
barriers that some queer people face. For example, recent economic literature has found
that, like the gender wage gap, a sexual wage gap exists between heterosexual and queer
men in Canada. For example, gay men on average receive incomes that are 12% lower
than heterosexual men.7 One’s geographic location is also significant, as gay men located
in rural communities experience a higher income gap than gay men in large urban
centres.8 This sexual wage gap is largely attributed to the “marriage premium” for
heterosexual men, where their incomes tend to increase substantially after becoming
married and having children. Gay men, in contrast, are disproportionately less likely to
become married, which leads them to not receive the same income raises.9

STUDENTS WITH
DISABILITIES
Currently, both the Ontario and federal governments provide some financial assistance
for students with disabilities. If a student has a ‘permanent disability,’ they are able to
have a 40% course load and still access full-time OSAP funding (whereas able bodied
students must have a 60% course load). The Ontario government defines a ‘permanent
disability’ as “a functional limitation caused by physical or mental impairment that
restricts your ability to perform the daily activities necessary to participate in studies at
a post-secondary level or in the labour force and that is expected to remain with you for
your expected life.”10 With this definition in mind, it is important to note that not all
individuals who self-identify as having a disability will necessarily qualify for this more
generous OSAP funding model.
Additional government funded bursaries also exist to assist students with disabilities.
The Ontario Bursary for Students with Disabilities (BWSD) provide students who have
permanent or temporary disabilities and financial need with up to $2000. This bursary
is meant to assist with the costs associated with disability-related services or equipment,
such as tutors, note-takers, braillers, or technical aids. The Canada Student Grant for
Services and Equipment for Persons with Permanent Disabilities (CSG-PDSE) is a
federal grant given to students with permanent disabilities to cover educational costs
associated with their disability. Unlike the Ontario bursary, this grant covers costs up to
$8,000.
Likewise, the federal government currently provides the Severe Permanent Disability
Benefit, which forgives student loan debt if one develops a “severe permanent
disability.” The federal government defines a severe permanent disability as a “physical
or mental impairment that prevents a borrower from performing the daily activities
necessary to participate in studies at a post-secondary school level and in the labour
force and is expected to remain with the person for their expected life.” Again, not all
students will qualify for this benefit in the future, but it provides further context on what
government programs currently exist for students with disabilities.
In terms of reliance on government assistance, the OPSSS data presents some small
differences between able bodied students and students with disabilities. For government
loans, the reliance is about the same. Able bodied students received on average $6,682
in comparison to $6,740 for students with disabilities (0.8% difference). In terms of
government grants, able bodied students received $3,892 in comparison to $4,147 for
students with disabilities (6.5% difference). This difference in reliance on government
grants makes sense considering that students with disabilities are more likely to come
from low to middle income families. Approximately 33% of students with disabilities
came from families with incomes less than $75,000 compared to 29% of able bodied
students. In addition, as previously outlined, students with disabilities have a greater
number of government grants to assist them with financing their post-secondary
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education. The availability of these additional funds may help explain the higher
reliance on government grants for students with disabilities.
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Figure 4: Sources of debt for able-bodied students and students with
disabilities (n=5,562 [able-bodied student responses], 2,087 [students with
disabilities responses])

More significant differences begin to appear between the debt accumulation of students
with disabilities in comparison to able-bodied students. For example, when asked to
identify their source of financial debt, 30% of able bodied students stated they had no
debt in comparison to 21% of students with disabilities (p=0.000). In terms of debt
quantity, students with disabilities have accumulated, on average, $16,746 in
government loans while able-bodied students have accumulated $16,632. Overall, the
increased likelihood of debt accumulation for students with disabilities suggests that,
despite the additional grants available, the costs associated with attending university
have a greater burden on these students.
Students with disabilities hold a slightly different perspective on post-secondary
affordability in comparison to able bodied students. In the context of tuition, 70% of
students with disabilities stated that they believe tuition should make up less than 40%
of a university’s operating budget in comparison to 65% of able bodied students
(p=0.000). In addition, 73% of students with disabilities were very or somewhat
concerned with having enough money to complete their education in comparison to 69%
of able bodied students (p=0.000). Likewise, 90% of students with disabilities found

their debt to be very or somewhat burdensome in contrast to 87% of able bodied
students (p=0.000).
Figure 5: Able-bodied students’ and students with disabilities’ level of
concern about having enough money to complete their education. (n=5,019
[able-bodied], n=2,299 [students with disabilities])

The different perspectives on the affordability of post-secondary education held by able
bodied students and students with disabilities may be attributed to their prospective
economic situation. In Canada, 23% of persons with disabilities, aged 25 to 64, had a
low-income in comparison to 9% of able bodied Canadians.11 These rates also vary based
on the type of disability a person has. For example, the low-income rate of persons with
physical-sensory disabilities is 17% but that rate increases to 27% for persons with a
mental-cognitive disability.12 Low-income rates also vary widely depending on family
composition as over 50% of persons with disabilities who live alone have a low-income,
in comparison to 8% of persons with an able-bodied spouse.13 The increased likelihood
of students with disabilities experiencing poverty or financial precarity may contribute
to why they view debt accumulation and other educational costs as more burdensome.
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This report outlined the relationship between students from marginalized communities
and the financial costs associated with attending university. The data outlined by the
OPSSS established that, although clear differences between each marginalized
demographic group exist, all of these marginalized students are in a more financially
precarious situation. This information reinforces the necessity that the government
should, at the minimum, continue to provide targeted aid as tuition fees and other
associated costs disproportionately impact the accessibility of university for these
marginalized students.
For Indigenous students, the OPSSS revealed that, despite receiving slightly greater
levels of government assistance, Indigenous students are still more likely to accumulate
debt in comparison to non-Indigenous students. This increased likelihood of debt
accumulation suggests that specific grants and programs targeted to Indigenous peoples
do not fully ameliorate the financial differences between Indigenous students and nonIndigenous students. A clear issue found in the OPSSS data is that only 3.8% of
Indigenous respondents reported accessing PSSSP funds. The inaccessibility of PSSSP
reaffirms the value in OUSA’s policy that the federal government should allow all selfidentified Indigenous peoples to access this program (rather than only status First
Nations and Inuit), and lift the 2% funding cap on the program.
Similarly, the OPSSS elucidated that financial disparities exist between queer students
and heterosexual students. In particular, the data found that queer students are more
likely to accumulate debt, withdraw less from RESPs, and have higher concerns over
post-secondary affordability, despite having similar financial backgrounds as
heterosexual students. These statistics suggest that not all queer students may be able to
access their family’s financial resources in the same manner as heterosexual students.
However, unlike Indigenous students and students with disabilities, the Ontario and
federal governments do not provide queer students with specific grants or bursaries.
Queer students in Ontario who face economic challenges must rely on privately-funded
scholarships, such as the Bill 7 Award, that are not as well advertised and have
burdensome application processes. The gaps identified by the OPSSS on the affordability
of a university education between queer students and heterosexual students reflect a
need for a government-funded bursary specifically targeted towards financially
vulnerable queer students.
Finally, the OPSSS data demonstrated that students with disabilities continue to have a
financial disadvantage in comparison to able bodied students. Like other marginalized
students, students with disabilities are more likely to accumulate debt and have
concerns over the affordability of university attendance. Such concerns continue to exist
for students with disabilities despite the grants and programs that currently exist to
reduce the costs associated with having a disability. Although the OPSSS did not track

whether students with disabilities accessed disability-specific grants, it is clear that the
grants currently provided have failed to adequately ameliorate financial disparities
between able-bodied students and students with disabilities. This data reaffirms the
importance of OUSA’s policy that recommends that the federal government expand the
eligibility criteria for federal grants, bursaries, and programs to include students with
temporary disabilities.
Overall, this research demonstrates the need for governments to continually commit
themselves to ensuring equitable access to post-secondary education. Recent policy
initiatives by the Ontario government, such as the expansion of OSAP, have contributed
to improving post-secondary access to marginalized students. For example, the Ministry
of Training, Colleges and Universities reported that in the 2017-2018 academic year
there was a 37% increase in Indigenous OSAP applicants and a 23% increase in OSAP
applicants with a permanent disability.14 These trends are reassuring and demonstrate
how government policy has the power to create a more accessible post-secondary sector.
This research supplements existing data on the needs of marginalized students in
Ontario and serves as a reminder that, with the expansion of existing programs, the
provincial government can rectify existing inequities in the post-secondary system.
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