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OUSA represents the interests of over 150,000 professional 
and undergraduate, full-time and part-time university 
students at eight institutions across Ontario. Our vision is 
for an accessible, affordable, accountable, and high quality 
post-secondary education in Ontario. To achieve this vision 
we’ve come together to develop solutions to challenges 
facing higher education, build broad consensus for our 
policy options, and lobby government to implement them.

about OUSA
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The Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance (OUSA) 
proudly acts as an advocacy group for more than 
150,000 professional and undergraduate students 
across the province, centring and amplifying student 
voices on a variety of topics within the post-secondary 
sector. To best achieve this, OUSA conducts a biennial 
survey known as the Ontario Undergraduate Student 
Survey (OUSS, formerly the Ontario Post-Secondary 
Student Survey), which highlights student perspectives 
on issues and potential improvements to post-second-
ary, and results from these surveys subsequently inform 
our advocacy. This report is one of three that reviews 
the data collected from the current survey, looking spe-
cifically at post-secondary affordability and assesses 
the primary areas of concern related to educational 
funding. This report also considers the impacts to stu-
dent finances in relation to the 2019 changes to OSAP 
and the COVID-19 pandemic.

This iteration of the OUSS was conducted in November 
2020, surveying students from OUSA’s eight member 
schools: Brock University, Laurentian University, Mc-
Master University, Trent Durham University, Queen’s 
University, the University of Waterloo, Western Univer-
sity, and Wilfrid Laurier University. At Western Universi-
ty and Brock University, the survey was run as a quality 
assurance study.

We gathered 5,697 complete responses, with surveys 
being considered complete if the respondent answered 
at least 30 percent of the questions asked. The vast ma-
jority of respondents were domestic students: 91 per-
cent identified as Canadian citizens, and 2 percent iden-
tified as permanent residents. 7 percent of our sample 
indicated they were international students in Canada on 
a visa. Results were weighted by institution.

Continuing with trends from the 2015 and 2017 sur-

veys, affordability remains a top concern for students. 
When asked to select any number of policy initiatives 
that needed the most improvement at their institution, 
47 percent selected tuition and 34 percent selected fi-
nancial assistance. 61 percent of domestic students re-
ported that they were “somewhat” or “very” concerned 
about having enough money to complete their educa-
tion. Among domestic students who selected having 
some form of debt, 49 percent anticipated this to be 
“very” burdensome and 37 percent anticipated this to 
be “somewhat” burdensome. 

Personal and family contributions remain unchanged as 
the primary funding source for students, with 73 per-
cent of familial contributions received as a gift and 9 
percent received as a loan. 52 percent of respondents 
reported receiving government loans and grants as a 
source of funding, a noticeable decrease from 2015 and 
2017. In 2019-20, 38 percent of respondents received 
less OSAP funding than the previous year, and in 2020-
21, 33 percent of respondents received less OSAP as-
sistance than the previous year. To that end, 47 percent 
of students who were concerned about having enough 
money to complete their education attributed this to the 
reduced funding in OSAP they received as compared to 
previous years. 

The Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) and 
the Canada Emergency Student Benefit (CESB) were 
temporary financial aid resources introduced during 
the pandemic to support student finances during an 
economically turbulent time that saw stark disruptions 
to household and personal incomes. 26 percent of our 
student sample received CERB and 44 percent received 
CESB, with proportions of both indicating the aid pro-
vided was insufficient to cover living expenses (18 per-
cent and 32 percent, respective to each Benefit). 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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International student tuition was analyzed separately 
from domestic tuition, given the differences in its struc-
ture and government regulation. Just over half of inter-
national students reported having difficulty paying for 
their tuition (56 percent). A large portion of international 
students (85 percent) reported not receiving any form 
of financial support from their home country. 

Earning money to pay for their education remained 
the primary reason students engaged in employment, 
whether over the summer or in-study. 50 percent of 
respondents had one paying job over the summer (a 
sharp decrease from the 2015 and 2017 surveys), and 
37 percent had one paying job while in-study. Among 
those who did not look for employment, 37 percent cit-
ed COVID-19 as their reason for this, while for in-study 
employment, 79 percent cited academic commitments. 
Under half of students working over the summer (42 
percent) and in-study (45 percent) earned minimum 
wage, which was $14 an hour at the time the survey 
was administered. Almost two-thirds of respondents 
worked summer and in-study jobs that were not relat-
ed to their field of study (61 percent and 60 percent, 
respectively), and 41 percent of those with in-study 
employment stated that it was hurting their academic 
performance.

Evidently, OSAP changes in 2019 and the COVID-19 
pandemic in 2020 were two unfortunately timed, se-
quential events that had severe financial impacts on 
students. Comments submitted throughout this survey 

highlighted the inextricable link between post-second-
ary affordability and mental health, with many expe-
riencing heightened levels of stress and worry about 
paying for their education. In order to alleviate some of 
these concerns the provincial government can re-evalu-
ate the changes made to OSAP, such as the higher pro-
portion of loans-to-grants that are currently distributed 
to students and determine ways to mitigate the effects 
of this on student debt following graduation. Further, 
the provincial government should implement various 
measures including a return to the four-year threshold 
that defines an “independent” student under OSAP. 
Additionally, the provincial government should extend 
the moratorium on OSAP loan repayments and interest 
accrual; when the COVID-19 pandemic has subsided, 
the government should also implement a permanent, 
two-year interest-free grace period. Considering that 
international tuition continues to skyrocket, the provin-
cial government should also regulate these fees so that 
they increase at a maximum of 5 percent per year for 
incoming students and 3 percent per year for in-cohort 
students. 

Post-secondary affordability is a pressing issue that 
OUSA has, and will continue to, advocate for to ensure 
students from a variety of backgrounds have equitable 
access to their education, and we are hopeful that the 
results of this survey will serve as evidence to support 
this concern.
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INTRODUCTION

Increasing the affordability of post-secondary edu-
cation is a cornerstone of the Ontario Undergradu-
ate Student Alliance’s (OUSA) advocacy on behalf of 
undergraduate and professional students in Ontario, 
and as a student-led, student-driven organization, the 
Ontario Undergraduate Student Survey (OUSS) is one 
tool we use to better understand the concerns, needs, 
and values of our membership. The OUSS is unique in 
its focus on Ontario’s undergraduate and professional 
students and is one of the most comprehensive sur-
veys of this population, collecting student voices on the 
quality, accessibility, accountability, and affordability of 
their education. 

The OUSS (formerly the Ontario Post-Secondary Stu-
dent Survey) began in 2009 as part of a multi-institu-
tional survey through a national collaboration. The goal 
of that project was to provide data to various leaders 
– national and provincial, student and government – to 
help inform their efforts to improve post-secondary ed-
ucation in Canada. Since then, OUSA has continued to 
survey our membership biennially as a means of gath-
ering up-to-date information from across the province 
to inform our policy recommendations and advocacy.  

In the 2017 iteration of the survey, OUSA gathered 
data on the affordability of post-secondary education, 
the results of which provided a snapshot of the finan-
cial reality of many undergraduate and professional 
students in Ontario at the time. This data was analysed 
in 2019 when the provincial government had just an-
nounced changes to the Ontario Student Assistance 
Program (OSAP) that were predicted to have a signif-
icant impact on the financial support available to stu-
dents, and by extension, the affordability of post-sec-
ondary education. 

Specifically, students were concerned about the elimi-
nation of the targeted free tuition program through On-
tario Student Grants (which increased the proportion 
of loans-to-grants), a tightening of eligibility thresh-
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olds, and a reduction in provincial OSAP expenditure 
from $1.37 to $2.04 billion. They were also concerned 
with changes to the definition of an independent or 
“mature” student, the elimination of the six-month in-
terest-free grace period, and the increase in expected 
contributions from $3,000 to $3,600.1  

To capture the effects of these changes, OUSA decided 
to run the biennial OUSS in 2020, rather than in 2019 
when the next iteration was due. This allowed students 
to experience one full academic year under the new 
OSAP framework before they were asked about the 
adequacy of student financial aid. 

When we decided to run the survey in 2020 rather 
than 2019, we were unaware of the global pandem-
ic that would soon come, but the timing of the survey 
development and administration meant that we were 
able to gather data about the impact of the pandem-
ic on the affordability of post-secondary education, 
including students’ perspectives on the federal and 
provincial financial relief measures that were put in 
place in response to COVID-19. Specifically, the Can-
ada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) and Canada 
Emergency Student Benefit (CESB) had been available 
to eligible students, and both the provincial and feder-
al governments had put a moratorium on OSAP pay-
ments and interest. These supports ended in Septem-
ber 2020, two months prior to our survey. 

At the time the survey was administered, the federal 
government had extended the moratorium on the fed-
eral portion of OSAP and had doubled its investment 
in Canada Student Grants with the intent of increas-
ing the maximum amount at $6,000 per student, and 
$10,000 for students with disabilities. In theory, this 
investment should have increased the amount of finan-
cial aid that students were receiving, however when 
the provincial budget was released in the Spring of 
2021, it revealed that the provincial government had 
clawed back its spending on student financial aid by 

$400 million, which meant that students in Ontario did 
not receive a net benefit from the federal investments 
during the 2020-2021 academic year. 

The data shared in this report provides a student per-
spective on their experiences accessing affordable 
education during a global pandemic and under a new 
OSAP framework. However, student financial aid, 
while important as a means to ensure students are giv-
en the direct support they need to access and continue 
their education, only makes up one part of the solution 
to affordable post-secondary education. As this data 
confirms, we are far from our goal of realizing a truly 
and equitably affordable education for students in this 
province. Importantly, the scope of this survey means 
that the data only reflects the experiences of those stu-
dents who were able to access and/or continue their 
education in the Fall of 2020, which suggests that the 
affordability concerns highlighted here only scratch the 
surface. 
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The OUSS was conducted in November 2020, survey-
ing students from OUSA’s eight member schools (Brock 
University, Laurentian University, McMaster University, 
Queen’s University, Trent University Durham GTA, the 
University of Waterloo, Western University, and Wilfrid 
Laurier University). This was the fifth iteration of this 
survey, formerly the Ontario Post-Secondary Student 
Survey run in 2011, 2013, 2015, and 2017.2 

While the OUSS is typically a biennial survey, the ex-
pected 2019 iteration was postponed until 2020 to 
capture significant changes to OSAP that were made 
in 2019. The delay also allowed for the questions and 
analysis to focus on and account for the experiences of 
students during COVID-19. 

Research ethics board approval was granted at Lau-
rentian University (#6020782), McMaster University 
(#2538), Queen’s University (GEXT-064-20; TRAQ 
#6030378), Trent University Durham GTA (#26358), 
the University of Waterloo (#42334), and Wilfrid Lauri-
er University (#6588). At Western University and Brock 
University the survey was run as a quality assurance 
study.

Participants & Recruitment 

Survey participants were recruited using a non-random 
sampling method to capture a voluntary response sam-
ple. On November 2, 2020, email invitations containing 
a link to the survey were sent to all eligible students at 
each participating university. Where possible, these ini-
tial invitations were followed by three reminder emails, 
with a final email sent on November 26, the day before 
the survey closed. Email invitations and reminders were 
sent to students’ university emails and were sent from 
their respective student association. Some student as-
sociations also shared invitations to participate on their 
social media channels. OUSA advertised the survey on 
social media pages but did not provide any direct invita-

tions or links to the survey to students.  

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 respons-
es private and confidential. They were informed that 
responses would only be recorded after they clicked 
“submit” at the end of the survey, that they could skip 
any question or invalidate their responses by exiting 
the browser at any time, that survey responses would 
be anonymous, and that their participation was entirely 
voluntary. 

To incentivize participation, respondents were invited to 
enter a draw for a chance to win one of ten $100 gift 
cards of their choice. Participants were asked to provide 
their email addresses on the final page of the survey if 
they were interested in entering the draw. All voluntarily 
submitted email addresses were stored separately from 
survey responses to maintain respondents’ anonymity. 
Prizes were administered by CCI Research Inc. OUSA 
never had access to students’ email addresses. 

Survey Instrument

The survey questionnaire had 77 total parent questions 
and 107 total sub-questions, although not all respon-
dents were asked every question. For example, students 
who responded that they were an international student 
in Canada on a visa were not asked questions related 
to domestic student financial assistance, and domestic 
students were not asked questions specific to interna-
tional students. 

The survey included several screening and demographic 
questions to allow for more targeted analyses based on 
institution, year of study, program of study, enrolment 
status, and demographic identification. Background in-
formation regarding the type of neighbourhood respon-
dents grew up in was also explored to see if differenc-

METHODOLOGY
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es were found among students who grew up in rural, 
Northern, or urban communities or on First Nations Re-
serves. 

While many questions remained the same from previ-
ous iterations to allow for longitudinal analysis, specific 
changes were made to account for contextual chang-
es and to fill in gaps from previous survey instruments. 
For example, questions about student financial aid were 
added and/or amended to capture changed made to 
OSAP in 2019. Some questions were amended, re-
moved, or added to reflect the fact that students were 
responding to the survey while attending university vir-
tually due to COVID-19. Questions were also added to 
better understand student mental health and access to 
supports which was missing in previous versions.  

The questionnaire was uploaded to a secure online web 
platform hosted by CCI Research Inc. The survey tool 
was available in English and an option to complete the 
survey over the phone was provided for students requir-
ing accommodations or assistance. The online survey 
tool was designed in accordance with the Web Content 
Accessibility Guidelines,3 compatible with screen read-
ers and that allows for respondents to view questions 
using larger sized fonts. 

Data Analysis

All data were weighted by institutional enrolment to 
provide a more accurate representation of the OUSA 
membership at large. Data was analyzed using SPSS 
software which helped to organize responses and illus-
trate trends. 

In addition to observing differences in descriptive sta-
tistics, statistical testing was used to compare means 
and the independence of selected variables from one 
another. A chi-square test for independence was used 
to show the relationship between variables, and p<0.05 
was used as the threshold for determining a statistically 

significant relationship. These data analysis techniques 
helped reveal meaningful patterns in the dataset. 

Longitudinal analysis was also conducted on questions 
that remained the same from previous iterations of the 
survey. Trends were identified and notable contextual 
factors are discussed. 

Limitations 

The biggest limitation with this study is evident in the 
response rate. While the sample pool has not decreased 
in size from previous iterations of the survey, the re-
sponse rate was significantly lower (5,697 respondents) 
compared to previous years (8,037 in 2017 and 9,197 in 
2015). This decrease in participation rates can, in part, 
be attributed to survey fatigue – this survey was admin-
istered in the Fall of 2020 following and during a spike 
in data collection and feedback opportunities from a 
variety of stakeholders seeking student perspectives on 
the impact of COVID-19. Another factor that may have 
contributed to lower response rates was difficulty get-
ting invitations to students due to barriers that delayed 
and/or prevented planned email blasts going out to all 
students. 

In addition to a lower overall response rate, this study 
is also limited in its ability to provide a complete and 
accurate depiction of the experiences of Indigenous 
students. Due to a “history of abuse and colonialized 
methodology used to exploit Indigenous people…[and] a 
history of abuse through the collection of data from In-
digenous people…students may be uncomfortable with 
participating in a [survey of this nature].”4 Additionally, 
because the survey was only available in English, stu-
dents whose first or preferred language is not English 
may have participated at lower rates. 

There were also limitations in how questions about 
racial and religious identity were framed. Specifical-
ly, respondents were asked whether they identified as 
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a racialized person prior to being asked more specific 
questions about their racial identity. We heard from a 
small number of respondents that they were concerned 
about this framing because while they selected that 
they were not a racialized person, they recognized that 
in many contexts they would be considered racialized. 
These concerns suggest that, although limited, there 
are some slight inaccuracies in the racial demographic 
results. Additionally, respondents were asked whether 
they wore a visible religious symbol or an item that iden-
tifies their religious affiliation or beliefs. The intention 
behind this framing was to explore the experiences of 
visibly religious students, however this means that the 
results of the survey do not provide information about 
the experiences of religious students who do not wear 
visible identifiers.  

Low response rates overall and from specific demo-
graphic groups meant that many relationships could not 
be validated based on statistical significance. However, 
we chose to highlight notable trends, with a disclaimer 
where they were not statistically significant, to illustrate 
relationships that we felt to be important to understand-
ing the experiences of the respondents in our sample.   

Another limitation in this study, inherent in all survey re-
search, lies in the nature of self-reported data: OUSA 
must rely on respondents to be honest, truthful, and 
forthcoming in their responses. However, while we trust 
that participants responded honestly, there is necessar-
ily a risk that responses may be impacted by a misin-
terpretation of questions or measurement of responses, 
or by a social desirability bias that pushes respondents 
to skew their answers to match perceived desirability 
results.5 

Additionally, as students were not required to answer 
every question, less insight is provided in certain areas 
where some students elected to provide no response. 
There was also some confusion about questions specif-
ic to campus climate given that some respondents only 
had experience with remote learning due to COVID-19 
restrictions. Specifically, questions that asked about 
safety and comfort on campus did not clearly define 
“campus” to include or exclude online spaces, which 
could have resulted in different interpretations of the 
question.  
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SURVEY PARTICIPATION

Over 5,500 undergraduate and professional students 
participated in the 2020 OUSS. Out of the total num-
ber of participants, 5,697 complete responses were 
gathered. Surveys were considered complete if the re-
spondent answered at least 30 percent of the questions 
asked. 

Results were weighted by institutional enrolment to en-
sure results would be representative of OUSA’s mem-
bership. The weighted count and proportion of partici-
pants by institution is illustrated in the table below. 

A large majority (94 percent) of respondents were com-
pleting a University Bachelor’s Degree; 3 percent of re-
spondents were completing a University Undergradu-
ate Certificate or Diploma, 2 percent were completing a 
Professional Degree in Medicine, Dentistry, Veterinary 

RESULTS

Medicine, Law, or Optometry, and 1 percent were com-
pleting a credential “other” than the options listed. Re-
spondents who selected they were completing a Mas-
ter’s or Doctorate Degree were disqualified and deemed 
ineligible as they did not meet the survey criteria to be 
either an undergraduate or professional student. 

Participants were relatively evenly distributed across 
academic year: 25 percent were in their first year, 23 
percent were in their second year, 25 percent were 
in their third year, and 23 percent were in their fourth 
year. Only 4 percent of respondents were in their fifth 
(or more) year of study. Notably, the 25 percent of re-
spondents who indicated that they were in their first 
academic year would have only had the opportunity to 
study remotely due to COVID-19 restrictions.  

The top fields of study reported included: Health and 
Related Fields (19 percent); Physical and Life Sciences, 
and Technologies (13 percent); Social and Behavioural 
Sciences, and Law (12 percent); Business, Manage-
ment, and Public Administration (11 percent); and En-
gineering, Architecture, and Related Technologies (10 
percent). 8 percent of respondents selected “other” 
when asked about their field of study, and generally the 
responses given were specific subject areas that were 
fairly evenly distributed among the higher-level subject 
areas listed above. However, some respondents indicat-
ed that they were in a general program and had not yet 
chosen a specific program or they were in an interdisci-
plinary studies program. 

A large majority (96 percent) of respondents were en-
rolled full-time. Of the 4 percent of respondents en-
rolled part-time, 32 percent selected “balancing work 
and school” as the most applicable reason they were 
enrolled part-time, and 22 percent selected “personal 
preference.” 38 percent of respondents selected “oth-
er,” and the top reasons given were being on a co-op 
or work term; disability, health, or mental health related 
reasons; only needing a few credits to complete their 

Brock University, 
10%

Laurentian University, 3%

McMaster University, 17%

Queen's University, 12%

Trent University Durham GTA, 1%

University of Waterloo, 25%

Western University, 22%

Wilfrid Laurier 
University, 11%

FIGURE 1: SURVEY PARTICIPATION BY UNIVERSITY, n = 175
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Mature students, 20%2SLGBTQ+ students, 25%
Racialized students, 39%

Students with disabilities, 27%First generation students, 31% Low-income students, 17%

Student
s with 

depend
ents, 
2%

Indigenous 
students, 3%

Visibly religious 
students, 11%

Rural or northern students, 29%

International students, 
7%

FIGURE 2: RESPONDENT DEMOGRAPHIC BREAKDOWN

credentials; and COVID-19 related reasons.

Participant Demographics

When asked about their immigration status, a large ma-
jority (91 percent) of respondents indicated that they 
were Canadian citizens, and 2 percent said they were 
a permanent resident. 7 percent of respondents were 
international students in Canada on a visa. Of the inter-
national student respondents, 17 percent were living in 
China when they applied to study in Canada, 15 percent 
were living in Canada already, and 11 percent were liv-
ing in India. 

79 percent of respondents were considered “tradition-
ally aged” students, and 20 percent were considered 
“mature students.” As there are no standardized defini-
tions for “traditionally aged” or “mature” students, this 
classification stems from criteria used by OSAP for “in-
dependent students” based on the federal calculation, 
specifically whether a respondent had been out of high 
school for 4 or more years at the start of their study pe-
riod.6 Based on the common age for graduating high 
school (~17 years old), for the purpose of this survey, 
any respondent born before 1999 is considered a ma-
ture student. 

Respondents were asked to select the highest post-sec-
ondary credential held by either their parent(s) or legal 
guardian(s) to determine whether they were a first-gen-
eration university student (i.e., a student whose parent(s) 
or legal guardian(s) do not have a Bachelor’s degree or 
higher education certification): 31 percent of respon-
dents were first-generation university students, while a 
majority (64 percent) were not considered first-genera-
tion university students. 

17 percent of respondents were classified as low-in-
come based on the most recently available data from 
Statistics Canada’s Low-Income Measure (2019) for to-
tal income (before taxes).7 Individual income was based 
on a 1-person household and family income was based 
on a 4-person household. Respondents who selected at 
least one of the following were asked questions about 
their individual income: they had been out of high school 
for 6 years or more at the start of their study period; 
they had worked full-time for at least 24 months in a 
row at the start of their study period; their parents were 
deceased; they were a child in extended society care or 
in the care of the Crown just prior to age 18; or they 
were receiving Continued Care and Support for Youth 
program allowance from their Children’s Aid Society. 
Respondents who selected any of these options, whose 
estimated income before taxes was $25,000 or less, 
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were considered low-income. Respondents who select-
ed none of the listed criteria above were asked about 
their family’s income. Respondents whose estimated 
combined income of their parent(s) or legal guardian(s) 
before taxes was $50,000 or less were considered 
low-income.  

Respondents were also asked if they had any depen-
dents. A large majority (94 percent) said they did not 
have dependents, and only 2 percent said they did have 
dependents. Of those who did have dependents, 74 
percent had either 1 or 2 dependents, 12 percent had 
three dependents, 9 percent had four dependents, and 
5 percent had 5 or more. The most common dependents 
were children under 12 years old (54 percent), followed 
by adults and seniors (35 percent), children over the age 
of 18 (18 percent), and children over the age of 12 (15 
percent). A majority (59 percent) of respondents whose 
dependents were children under the age of 18 said their 
dependents were not in part- or full-time childcare, 
while 32 percent were in part- or full-time childcare, ei-
ther on (5 percent) or off (27 percent) campus. 

25 percent of respondents identified as Two Spirit or 
LGBTQ+ and 71 percent identified as cishetero (cisgen-
dered and heterosexual). When asked to select the term 
that best described their gender identity, a large ma-
jority (96 percent) selected “cis-woman” (70 percent) 
or “cis-man” (26 percent); 1 percent selected “non-bi-
nary,”, and 2 percent selected “prefer not to say.” For 
respondents who selected “a gender identity not listed 
here,” responses included “agender,” as well as “female” 
and “male” (not specifying cis or trans). When asked to 
select the term that best described their sexual orien-
tation, 74 percent selected “heterosexual/straight,” 13 
percent selected “bisexual,” 2 percent selected “gay,” 
2 percent selected “questioning,” 2 percent selected 
“pansexual,” 1 percent selected “lesbian,” and 1 percent 
selected “asexual.” For respondents who selected “a 
sexual orientation not listed here,” common responses 
included “demisexual” and “queer.”  

When asked if they identified as a “person of colour” or 
“racialized person,” 58 percent said “no” and 39 percent 
said “yes.” Those who answered “yes” were then able 
to specify by selecting a racial identity from a prede-
termined list. The most commonly selected responses 
were “East/Southeast Asian” (48 percent), followed 
by “South Asian” (33 percent), Black (9 percent), and 
“Multiracial, Mixed-Race, or Biracial” (7 percent). Re-
spondents could also select “other” to specify any racial 
identities not listed, with common responses including 
African, Caribbean, West Indian or Indo-Caribbean, In-
dian, Central Asian, and White.  

Respondents were asked if they identified (or had an-
cestry as) an Indigenous person, which included Status 
and non-Status First Nations, Métis, or Inuit. A small 
percentage (2 percent) of respondents did identify as 
an Indigenous person. Of respondents who identified 
as a “person of colour” or “racialized person”, 1 percent 
identified as Indigenous.  

When asked if they wore a visible religious symbol or 
item that would identify their religious affiliation or be-
liefs, 11 percent said “yes” and 86 percent said “no.” 

Respondents were provided with a list of disability types 
and asked to select any that they would describe them-
selves as having. 59 percent of respondents selected 
“no” to indicate that none of the disability types applied 
to them, and 27 percent selected one or more disability 
types from the list provided. Disability types were based 
on definitions from the National Educational Association 
of Disabled Students and included:8 psychiatric disabil-
ity, or disability resulting from a mental illness (select-
ed by 40 percent of respondents who selected one or 
more disability type), visual impairment (selected by 26 
percent), intellectual or learning disability, or a disability 
affecting the ability to learn tasks or process information 
(selected by 21 percent), physical disability, or disability 
affecting mobility or dexterity (selected by 5 percent), 
hearing impairment (selected by 5 percent), and neuro-
logical disability, or disability associated with damage to 
the nervous system (selected by 3 percent). 

When asked to select any of the responses that best 
described the type of community they grew up in, the 
most commonly selected response was “urban commu-
nity” (71 percent), followed by “rural community” (24 
percent), “northern community” defined as one located 
in northern Ontario or other northern parts of Canada (5 
percent), and First Nations Reserve (15 respondents). 4 
percent of respondents selected “other” with the most 
common responses being “suburbs” or “suburban com-
munity,” specifying a country or city outside of Canada 
or Ontario, and “moved around a lot.” 

Finally, 96 percent of respondents preferred to commu-
nicate or receive information in English. 29 respondents 
selected French, 2 respondents selected “I speak an In-
digenous language”, and 5 respondents selected Sign 
Language. 1 percent of respondents selected “other,” 
with the most common responses being “Chinese” (as 
well as, more specifically, “Cantonese” and “Mandarin”), 
“Korean,” and “Hindi.” Less common responses included 
“Tamil,” “Spanish,” “Punjabi,” and “Arabic.” 
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AFFORDABILITY & STUDENT DEBT
Student respondents were asked to identify three ini-
tiatives that they felt needed the most improvement 
at their institution. The top three responses were tui-
tion (47 percent), mental health support services (40 
percent), and financial assistance (34 percent). Tuition 
was a common concern raise by both international and 
domestic students, and financial assistance was a com-
mon concern raised by domestic students. 

Domestic students were asked about their level of con-
cern about having enough money to complete their ed-
ucation: 61 percent responded that they were “some-
what” or “very” concerned about having enough money 
to complete their education, while 39 percent respond-
ed that they were “not that” or “not at all” concerned. 

While there were no statistically significant relation-
ships between any demographic groups and level of 

concern with having enough money to complete their 
education, there were some notable trends.

A greater percentage of low-income students (32.2 
percent) said they were “very” concerned about having 
enough money to complete their education compared 
to students who were not low-income (17.3 percent). 
However, both low-income and non-low-income re-
spondents most commonly said they were “somewhat” 
concerned (35.6 and 37.1 percent, respectively). 

A greater percentage of first-generation students (30.2 
percent) said they were “very” concerned about having 
enough money to complete their education compared to 
students who were not first-generation (14.4 percent). 
However, both first-generation and non-first-genera-
tion respondents most commonly said they were “some-
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FIGURE 3: LEVEL OF CONCERN TO AFFORD EDUCATION
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what” concerned (41.9 and 37 percent, respectively).

A greater percentage of students with disabilities (29.8 
percent) said they were “very” concerned about having 
enough money to complete their education compared to 
students who did not have a disability (19.5 percent). 
However, both respondents with disabilities and re-
spondents who did not have a disability most commonly 
said they were “somewhat” concerned (36.3 and 36.9 
percent, respectively). 

When asked about debt, 44 percent of domestic stu-
dents indicated that they had no accumulated debt, an 
increase from 2017 when 36 percent of respondents in-
dicated having no debt of any kind.9 Respondents who 
reported having some form of debt anticipated their to-
tal student debt to be “very” burdensome (49 percent), 
“somewhat” burdensome (37 percent), and “not that” 
or “not at all” burdensome (14 percent). The most com-
mon source of debt was from government loans (51 
percent), of which respondents reported an average 
(mean) of $16,378 in debt to date. This is comparable 
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to the average government loan debt reported in 2017 
at $16,898.10 The next most common sources of debt 
included credit cards (22 percent), bank loans (21 per-
cent), and family loans (21 percent). The highest aver-
age reported debt was from a line of credit (16 percent) 
at $18,785.

While there were no statistically significant relation-
ships between any demographic groups and how bur-
densome they felt their debt would be after they gradu-
ated, there were some notable trends.

A majority (60 percent) of low-income students who 
had accumulated some form of student debt said that 
this debt would be “very” or “somewhat” burdensome 
after they graduated, compared to 33 percent of stu-
dents who were not low-income. Only 3.3 percent of 
low-income students said that this debt would be “not 
that” or “not at all” burdensome.

A greater percentage of first-generation students who 
had accumulated some form of student debt said that 
this debt would be “very” or “somewhat” burdensome 
after they graduated (47 percent), compared to 27 per-
cent of students who were not first-generation. Only 8 
percent of first-generation students said that this debt 
would be “not that” or “not at all” burdensome.

A slightly higher percentage of students with disabilities 
who had accumulated some form of student debt said 
that this debt would be “very” or “somewhat” burden-
some after they graduated (41 percent), compared to 
33 percent of students who did not have a disability. 
Only 4 percent of students with disabilities said that this 
debt would be “not that” or “not at all” burdensome.

A slightly higher percentage of racialized students who 
had accumulated some form of student debt said that 
this debt would be “very” or “somewhat” burdensome 
after they graduated (42 percent), compared to 30 per-
cent of non-racialized students. Only 5 percent of racial-

ized students said that this debt would be “not that” or 
“not at all” burdensome.

LEARNING MATERIALS COSTS
Respondents were also asked about some of the costs 
associated with their education. In addition to tuition 
payments, respondents reported spending an average 
of $563 on textbooks and course packs in the Fall of 
2020. When asked whether they bought all of their re-
quired textbooks and course packs, respondents were 
fairly evenly split, with 51 percent saying “yes” and 49 
percent saying “no”. 

When asked if they were required to pay any fees to 
purchase additional software (even if bundled with a 
textbook) to complete mandatory tests, assignments, or 
examinations, 50 percent of respondents said they were 
required, 43 percent said they were not required, and 6 
percent said they were unsure. Of those who said that 
they were required to purchase additional software, 45 
percent had to purchase this software for 1 course, 28 
percent for 2 courses, 17 percent for 3, 6 percent for 4, 
and 4 percent for 5 or more. 

FUNDING SOURCES
Domestic students relied on a variety of funding sourc-
es to help finance their education, including personal 
and family contributions, government loans and grants, 
awards, scholarships and bursaries, and bank loans. 

Personal and Family Contributions

Personal (65 percent) and family (55 percent) savings 
were most commonly reported as a source of financial 
support for students. Six percent of respondents indi-

Government loans (OSAP, CSLP, 
PSSSP), 52%

Bank loans, 
5%Own savings, 65% Family savings, 55%

Family loan or 
LOC, 6%

Registered Education Savings Plan, 
39%

Third-party awards, scholarships, 
bursaries, 14%

University awards, 
schoalrships, bursaries, 33%

FIGURE 6: FUNDING SOURCES
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cated that they used their family’s line of credit or loan, 
and 39 percent used a Registered Education Savings 
Plan (RESP) to fund at least part of their education. 

A majority of familial contributions were in the form of 
gifts (73 percent) for an average of $5,052, followed by 
a combination of a gift/loan (17 percent). Notably, fewer 
respondents reported that the family contribution they 
received was a loan (9 percent) compared to previous it-
erations of the survey when around one-quarter of fam-
ily contributions were reported as a loan.11 Family loan 
amounts were reported to be an average of $4,541. For 
students who received family contributions in the form 
of a loan, the majority reported that it was interest-free 
(86 percent).

For respondents who used an RESP, 85 percent report-
ed that only their family contributed to the RESP, 14 
percent said both they and their family contributed, and 
only 2 percent indicated that they were the sole contrib-
utor. Respondents who used an RESP reported using 
an average of $5,807. 

Government Loans & Grants

Next to personal and family contributions, government 
loans and grants were the next most commonly reported 
source of financial support for students. These included 
OSAP, the Canada Student Loans Program (CSLP), and 
the Post-Secondary Student Support Program (PSSSP).

52 percent of respondents reported that they received 
government funding in the form of OSAP and CSLP (51 
percent) and/or PSSSP (1 percent) funding. This is a no-
ticeable decreased from 2015 and 2017 when 59 and 
62 percent of respondents reported receiving OSAP and 
CSLP, and/or PSSSP funding, respectively.12 The aver-
age amount received in government loans, specifically 
OSAP and CSLP, was $5,937, $4,154 for government 
grants and/or bursaries, and $7,760 from the PSSSP. 

Of the 114 respondents who identified as Indigenous, 
only 26 indicated that they received funding through the 
PSSSP. This means only 23 percent of Indigenous stu-
dents received financial support through this program. 
However, this is a significant increase from the 2015 it-
eration of this survey which found that only 3.8 percent 
of Indigenous students used this program.13  

Of those who did not receive government loans, 81 per-
cent said they did not apply, with the most commonly 
reported reasons for not applying being not thinking 
they would qualify (40 percent), not needing financial 
assistance (37 percent), and not wanting any debt (12 
percent). These were also the most commonly report-

ed reasons for not applying for government loans in the 
2015 and 2017 iterations of this survey.14

Of those who completed a government loan application, 
41 percent found the process to be easy, 32 percent 
found it to be neither easy nor difficult, 15 percent found 
it to be very easy, and 10 percent found it to be difficult. 

While there were no statistically significant relation-
ships between any demographic groups and how dif-
ficult they found the government loan application pro-
cess, there were some notable trends.

Of those who received OSAP, the greatest percentage 
of students who grew up in rural or northern commu-
nities, or First Nations Reserves found the application 
process to be “neither easy nor difficult” (24.4 percent), 
while the greatest percentage of students who grew 
up in urban centres found the application process to be 
“easy” (23.6 percent). 

For students who applied for a government loan (includ-
ing OSAP and CSLP), the greatest percentage of stu-
dents with disabilities found the application process to 
be “neither easy nor difficult” (21 percent), compared to 
students without a disability who found the application 
process to be “easy” (24 percent). For both students 
with and without disabilities, the smallest percentage of 
respondents found the application process to be “diffi-
cult” or “very difficult” (10 and 6 percent, respectively). 

Respondents were asked questions about OSAP fund-
ing for both the 2020-21 and 2019-20 school years. 
52 percent of respondents received OSAP funding in 
2020-21, compared to 40 percent who received fund-
ing in 2019-20 (notably not all respondents were stu-
dents in the 2019-20 school year). 

Of those who received OSAP funding in 2020-21, 33 
percent received less funding than they did in 2019-20, 
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24 percent received more funding, 12 percent received 
the same amount, and 22 percent did not apply for 
OSAP during the 2019-20 school year. Of respondents 
who received less funding in 2020-21, 53 percent re-
ceived less funding in grants and loans, 32 percent in 
grants, and 10 percent in loans. Of respondents who 
received more funding in 2020-21, 36 percent received 

Among all respondents who received OSAP funding 
in the 2019-20, 38 percent received less funding than 
they did in 2018-19, 10 percent received more funding, 
16 percent received the same amount, and 22 percent 
did not apply for OSAP during the 2018-19 school year. 
Of respondents who received less funding in 2019-20, 
51 percent received less funding in grants and loans, 38 
percent in grants, and 9 percent in loans. Of respondents 
who received more funding in 2019-20, 33 percent re-
ceived more funding in loans, 32 precent in grants, and 
30 percent in both grants and loans. 

When asked about their level of concern about having 
enough money to complete their education, 61 percent 
were “somewhat” or “very concerned”, 47 percent of 
whom said that this concern was related to a reduction 
in the amount of funding they received through OSAP.

Respondents were also asked if they received money 
from CESB or CERB. 44 percent of respondents re-
ceived CESB, of which 32 percent said the amount re-
ceived was not enough to pay living expenses (such as 
rent, groceries, utilities, etc.). 26 percent of respondents 
received CERB, of which 18 percent said the amount 
received was not enough to pay living expenses. 30 per-
cent of respondents received neither CESB nor CERB.more funding in loans, 28 percent in grants, and 23 per-

cent in both grants and loans. 

While there were no statistically significant relation-
ships between any demographic groups and whether a 
respondent received OSAP funding during the 2020-21 
school year, there were some notable trends.

A greater percentage of low-income students (74.2 per-
cent) received funding from OSAP during the 2020-21 
school year, compared to 43.9 percent of students who 
were not low-income. Of all demographic groups ana-
lysed, low-income students had the greatest percent-
age of respondents who said that they received OSAP 
during the 2020-21 school year. 
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The next most common source of funding for respon-
dents were awards, scholarships, and bursaries – 44 
percent of respondents received an award, scholarship, 
and/or bursary from their university, and 14 percent re-
ceived one from a third-party. 

Respondents who received a university award, schol-
arship, or bursary received an average of $2,640. A 
majority of recipients received their university award, 
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scholarship, or bursary on the basis of academic or ex-
tracurricular merit (69 percent), while 17 percent re-
ceived it on the basis of financial need and 14 percent 
were a mixture of merit- and needs-based. University 
merit-based awards, scholarships, and bursaries aver-
aged $2,338, and needs-based awards, scholarships, 
and bursaries averaged $2,275. However, fewer re-
spondents received university awards, scholarships, 
or bursaries that were a mixture of merit- and needs-
based compared to 2017 (23 percent).15 

Respondents who received a third-party award, schol-
arship, or bursary received an average of $3,247. A 
majority of recipients received their third-party award, 
scholarship, or bursary on the basis of academic or ex-
tracurricular merit (79 percent), while only 6 percent re-
ceived it on the basis of financial need and 14 percent 
were a mixture of merit- and needs-based. Third-party 
merit-based awards, scholarships, and bursaries aver-
aged $2,787, and needs-based awards, scholarships, 
and bursaries averaged $1,995. 

Bank Loans 

Bank loans were the least common funding source 
reported by respondents at 5 percent and averaging 
$20,457. 

Only 2 percent of respondents reported having applied 
for a bank loan. Of those who applied for a bank loan, 
the most common reasons for doing so included need-
ing to supplement funding received from the govern-
ment (49 percent), not qualifying for government loans 
(21 percent), and not thinking they would qualify for 
government loans (16 percent). This is consistent with 
the reasons respondents in 2017 reported applying for 
bank loans, including needing to supplement funding 
received from the government (48 percent) and not 
qualifying for government loans (23 percent).16 

INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS
Fewer than half of international student respondents 
(42 percent) reported that they found their tuition fees 
to be predictable from year-to-year, while 58 percent 
said that their tuition fees were not predictable. In 2015, 
60 percent of international student respondents said 
they found their tuition fees to be predictable from year-
to-year, and in 2017, 66 percent found their tuition fees 
to be predictable, indicating that a smaller percentage 
of students found their tuition fees to be predictable in 
2020 compared to previous years.17 

More than half of international student respondents (56 
percent) reported having difficulty affording their tuition 
compared to 44 percent who said they did not have dif-
ficulty. This is comparable to international student re-
spondents in 2017, 55 percent of whom said they had 

47% of respondents who were con-
cerned about having enough money 
to complete their education said this 
was because they received less funding 
through OSAP than they had in previ-
ous years.
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difficulty affording tuition, but higher than 2015 where 
49 percent had difficulty.18

A majority of international student respondents (85 per-
cent) said that they did not receive money in the form of 
loans, scholarships, grants, etc. from their home govern-
ment or an organization in their home country to help 
them pay for their education, compared to 15 percent 
who did receive this type of financial support. Of those 
who did receive this type of financial support, 38 per-
cent are required to return to their home country after 
they complete their academic program as a condition of 
their funding. 

ing summer job, 72 percent were looking for work while 
28 percent were not. 

For in-study employment, 37 percent had one paying 
job, 8 percent had more than one paying job, and 55 
percent did not have a paying job. Among students who 
did not have in-study employment, 43 percent of stu-
dents were looking for work while 57 percent were not, 
a reversal of the pattern seen with summer employment. 

61 percent of students worked full-time over the sum-
mer while 17 percent worked full-time in-study. On the 
contrary, 39 percent of students worked part-time over 
the summer while 83 percent worked part-time while 
studying. This is similar to results seen in the 2017 sur-
vey where 87 percent of students were working part-
time while studying.20

While there were no statistically significant relation-
ships between any demographic groups and whether 
a respondent worked in the summer or while studying, 
there were some notable trends.

When looking at general participation in summer and in-
study employment, low-income students identified hav-
ing these jobs at a lower percent than non-low-income 
students – 43.3 percent of low-income students had 
one summer job, while this number was 55.6 percent 
for non-low-income students. For in-study work, 35.5 
percent of low-income students had one job whereas 
42 percent of non-low-income students had one job. 

Mature students and traditionally aged students had 
slightly different levels of in-study employment. Mature 
students had slightly higher levels of participation in 
working one job than traditionally aged students at 45.7 
percent and 34.8 percent, respectively.

For both summer and in-study employment, there were 
more students with dependents who did not work than 
those with dependents who did work. Examining sum-
mer employment specifically, students with dependents 
had lower percentages of participation than those with-

The amount of funding that international student re-
spondents received from their home government or 
an organization in their home country in the form of a 
loan ranged from $2,000 CAD to $250,000 CAD, with 
$200,000 CAD being the most common amount, fol-
lowed by $50,000 CAD. 
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The amount of funding that international student re-
spondents received from their home government or an 
organization in their home country in the form of grants 
or scholarships ranged from $250 CAD to $500,000 
CAD, with the majority of respondents reporting that 
they received $2,000 CAD. 

STUDENT EMPLOYMENT
Rates and Status of Employment

During the summer of 2020, 50 percent of students in 
our survey had one paying job, 9 percent had more than 
one paying job, and 40 percent did not have a paying 
job – this is a larger decrease from the 2017 survey than 
the decrease seen between 2015 and 2017.19 Among 
students in the current survey who did not have a pay-
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out dependents, at 33.3 percent and 50.9 percent, re-
spectively. 

Students who grew up in rural or northern communities, 
or on First Nations Reserves had a higher percentage 
of participation in summer employment (one job) than 
students who grew up in urban centres, with these fig-
ures at 58.7 percent and 47.7 percent, respectively. This 
trend was similar for in-study employment with 42.2 
percent of students who grew up in rural or northern 
communities, or on First Nations Reserves working one 
job, while 35.5 percent of students from urban centres 
worked one in-study job. Notably, while the former had 
a higher percentage of students working in-study than 
the latter, intra-group comparisons indicate that larger 
proportions within each did not work compared to those 
who did work. 

There was a slightly higher percentage of Two Spirit and 
LGBTQ+ students who reported having one job over the 
summer compared to cishetero students, with 56.8 of 
the former reporting this and 48.4 percent of the latter 
reporting this. 

Looking at employment among Indigenous students in 
our sample, more students within this group worked 
over the summer than those who did not, while in-study 
employment saw an even distribution of Indigenous 
students working and not working. 

There was an even distribution of racialized students 
who worked and did not work one job over the summer. 
However, when compared to non-racialized students, 
our sample saw a slightly smaller percentage of racial-
ized students working one summer job at 53.5 percent 
and 47.7 percent, respectively. This was also seen for 
students working one job while studying, where 34.8 
percent of racialized students and 38.8 of non-racialized 
students were employed.

Student Compensation and Reasons for Working or 

Not Working

42 percent of respondents reported that they earned 
minimum wage ($14 per hour) at their summer job, 
while 54 percent earned more than minimum wage; the 
average earnings for summer employment equalled to 
$6,657, slightly up from earnings in 2017 ($5,658).21 
Similarly, for in-study jobs, 45 percent indicated that 
they were earning minimum wage while 51 percent 
stated they were earning more. 

Comparable to the 2015 and 2017 iterations of this sur-
vey, the top reason students had for working over the 
summer and during their studies was to earn money to 

pay for their education. Interestingly, the second highest 
reported reason among each period of employment was 
different, with more in-study student workers wanting 
disposable income and more summer student workers 
wanting work experience. Among students who were 
not looking for summer work, COVID-19 was reported 
as the primary reason (37 percent) followed by enrol-
ment in summer courses (30 percent). Most students 
not looking for in-study employment attributed this to 
their academic commitments, not wanting work to de-
tract from their studies (79 percent). 

While there was no statistically significant relationship 
between having summer employment and level of con-
cern for affording education, a higher percentage of stu-
dents working more than one job over the summer were 
“somewhat” concerned about having enough money 
to complete their education at 46.7 percent compared 
to 37.8 percent for those working one job and 37.1 
percent for those not working. Among students who 
worked one job over the summer, a larger proportion 
were both “very” and “somewhat” concerned about 
having enough money to complete their education than 
those who were “not that” or “not at all” concerned. 

While there were no statistically significant relationships 
between any demographic groups and the reasons for 
working, there were some notable trends.

When looking at the need for more money to afford 
school as a reason for employment, similar figures were 
found among low-income and non-low-income stu-
dents. For summer employment, low-income students 
cited this reason at a slightly lower percentage than 
non-low-income students at 30 percent and 32.9 per-
cent, respectively. However, the opposite was found for 
in-study employment, with 22.6 percent of low-income 
students reporting this reason while 19.8 percent of 
non-low-income students selected this reason. 

A higher percentage of first-generation students 
(65.6 percent) selected financing their university edu-
cation as a reason for working over the summer than 
non-first-generation students (36.7 percent). This trend 
was similar for in-study employment, where 60.8 per-
cent of first-generation students needed money to pay 
for school while 31.3 percent of non-first-generation 
students selected this reason.

When attributing the need to work during the summer in 
order to pay for post-secondary education, 52.3 percent 
of mature students selected this reason whereas 44.4 
percent of traditionally aged students selected this. For 
in-study employment, 52.9 percent of mature students 
reported needing money for education while 36.2 per-
cent of traditionally aged students reported this. Addi-
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tionally, the number of traditionally aged students who 
had in-study employment was the same among those 
who worked to pay for school and those who wanted 
disposable income during their studies, whereas greater 
numbers of mature students worked in-study to pay for 
their education over wanting disposable income. 

Students who grew up in rural or northern communi-
ties, or on First Nations Reserves reported needing to 
work over the summer to pay for school fees at a higher 
percentage (58.1 percent) than students who grew up 
in urban centres (41.3 percent). Further, 50 percent of 
students from the former group indicated this as their 
reason for in-study employment while 38 percent of 
students from the latter group cited this as their reason. 
Responses from students who grew up in urban cen-
tres saw an even distribution between needing money 
for school and wanting more disposable income during 
their studies, while students who grew up in rural or 
northern communities, or on First Nations Reserves had 
a higher proportion of students working to earn money 
for school.

55.2 percent of students with disabilities indicated 
needing to work a summer job to finance school while 
46.5 percent of students without disabilities reported 
this. This difference was also seen for this reason among 
in-study employment, with 45 percent of students with 
disabilities and 41.8 percent of students without dis-
abilities citing this reason, respectively. 

When looking at participation in summer employment 
to earn money for school, 32.4 percent of racialized stu-
dents cited this reason, while 54.6 percent of non-ra-
cialized students did. When looking at this reason for 

working while studying, 27.6 percent of racialized stu-
dents reported this compared to 47.8 percent of non-ra-
cialized students. 

Impact of Employment on Academic Performance and 

Relation to Field of Study

Many of the jobs students were working over the sum-
mer or while in school were not related to their academ-
ic program. For summer employment, 61 percent of re-
spondents indicated that the two were unrelated and 
for students working in-study, 60 percent stated they 
were unrelated. Notably, among students who had in-
study employment, 41 percent stated that it was hurt-
ing their academic performance and 45 percent stated 
it had no effect on their performance.
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79% of students not looking for in-
study employment attributed this to ac-
ademic commitments and among those 
who did hold in-study jobs, 41% stated 
that it was hurting their academic per-
formance.
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AFFORDABILITY & STUDENT DEBT
Affordability has consistently been a top concern for 
students, and changes to student financial aid frame-
works and COVID-19 financial relief measures have not 
met students’ needs. With this context it is unsurprising 
that students cited affordability as one of their top con-
cerns, and tuition and student financial aid as two of the 
top three initiatives that needed the most improvement. 

Overall, respondents felt that affordability “should never 
be a barrier to education” and that “education should 
be accessible to everyone regardless of their financial 
position.” They spoke about affordability, both as an ac-
cess issue as well as something that had a great impact 
on their health, telling us that” financial and academic 
issues lead to mental health and other health-related 
problems. This is not surprising given the well-docu-
mented link between anxiety and financial stress.22 

““I am so stressed out about money 
that it affects my physical health.” 

They shared how “fees and financial well-being contrib-
ute a great deal to students’ mental health. If a student 
doesn’t have to worry about that, they will almost al-
ways be better off.” They spoke about the importance of 
strong financial support as, “if there were more financial 
support systems in place to help these students, I think 
it would lessen the stress and anxiety associated with 
the struggle to pay such high fees.” They shared that 
alleviating finance-related anxiety and stress “would 
allow [students] to focus on school and improve their 
mental health by not worrying about needing to work 
to pay for school.”

When the provincial government introduced changes to 

DISCUSSION

the student financial aid framework in 2019, they also 
introduced a 10 percent reduction in domestic tuition, 
followed by a two-year tuition freeze from 2020-2022. 
Prior to these changes, Ontario had the highest domes-
tic tuition rates in the country. However, even with these 
changes, students continue to cite tuition as a top area 
that needs improvement, suggesting that the tuition re-
duction and freeze has done little to address students’ 
concerns. 

One reason that students continue to cite tuition as 
needing the most improvement even after these chang-
es could be linked to the fact that the changes do not 
account for the fact that students continue to contribute 
disproportionately to university operating revenue, as 
tuition makes up more than half (60.2 percent) of uni-
versity operating revenue. OUSA advocates for a fairer 
cost-sharing model where the provincial government 
increases operating grants to universities until students 
are contributing a maximum of one-third of universities’ 
total operating revenue. 

Another reason students are concerned about afford-
ability is a result of inadequate student financial aid. Like 
tuition, students have long been concerned with stu-
dent financial aid frameworks and funding levels. The 
results in this survey, coupled with student advocacy 
on this issue, reveals that the 2019 changes to OSAP 
have not addressed these concerns, and, in the context 
of the pandemic, the provincial OSAP clawback has not 
allowed students to benefit from federal investments in-
tended to support students directly.   

The combination of inadequate student financial aid and 
high tuition, along with broader concerns around access 
to employment, makes it unsurprising that a majority 
of respondents were concerned about having enough 
money to complete their education. For specific demo-
graphic groups, our results, while not statistically signif-
icant and therefore not generalizable or indicative of a 
relationship between demographic groups and level of 
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concern, did follow some predictable trends. Specifical-
ly, more low-income, first-generation, and disabled re-
spondents were concerned about having enough mon-
ey to complete their education than those who were 
not low-income, not first-generation, and not disabled, 
respectively. 

Unsurprisingly, low-income students were most con-
cerned with having enough money to complete their ed-
ucation. As these students are the most likely to require 
financial support, without adequate student financial 
aid, low-income students will continue to face inequita-
ble access to post-secondary education and increased 
concern about having enough money to complete their 
education. This has impacts beyond access to a univer-
sity degree – affordability barriers not only impact their 
ability to access and continue their education, but, by 
extension, limit employment opportunities and oppor-
tunities for economic mobility. In fact, while there are 
positive “earnings premiums” tied to post-secondary 
education for youth from all income backgrounds, “the 
relative premium is considerably larger for youth from 
the bottom income quintile than for their counterparts 
from the top income quintile.”23

First-generation students also face inequitable access 
to post-secondary education and the ability to afford to 
continue in their post-secondary education. This is also 
unsurprising given the relationship between postsec-
ondary education and earnings or return on the labour 
market, which suggests an overlap between students 
who are the first in their families to attend university and 
low-income students.24 

Additionally, more students with disabilities were con-
cerned about the ability to afford their education com-
pared to students without disabilities, which reflects the 
fact that people with disabilities are disproportionately 
low-income – 23 percent of adults with disabilities are 
low-income compared to 9 percent of adults without 

a disability.25 For students with disabilities who are 
low-income, the ability to afford post-secondary ed-
ucation is exacerbated by increased financial barriers 
not experienced by low-income students without a dis-
ability. For example, students with disabilities may take 
longer to complete their post-secondary education and 
face increased barriers to employment, which both in-
creases the cost of post-secondary and limits access to 
financial resources.26 According to a 2011 study by the 
Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario (HEQCO), 
“40 per cent of the students with disabilities were al-
tering their postsecondary pursuits due to educational 
debt or financial barriers.”27 

Debt
Students also raised concerns about how much debt 
they would need to pay off following graduation. A large 
majority of respondents who had accumulated debt 
found their debt to be either very or somewhat burden-

“

“

“The cost of tuition needs to be 
reduced to ease financial strain on 
students or it needs to be paid by 

the government. Studies show that 
countries with free or low-cost 

post-secondary education have a 
much more educat[ed] population.”

“...this place is a money grab that 
gives us poor kids no chance.” 

some. While respondents reported accumulating debt 
from a variety of sources including bank loans or lines of 
credit, credit cards, and family loans, government loans 
were the most common source of debt for students, av-
eraging $16,378. 

According to the Repayment Calculator for Full-time 
OSAP Loans, a student who had $16,378 in govern-
ment loans would have to pay an additional $2,660 in 
interest (based on an average repayment period of 9 ½ 
years).28 This is also factoring in the current moratorium 
on the federal portion of OSAP, which means that when 
the moratorium ends, interest rates will increase signifi-
cantly, and interest payments will also increase. Consid-
er shouldering $19,038 for almost a decade following 
graduation, or an even higher debt which is a reality for 
students. 

We should not be expecting students and their families 
to be shouldering thousands of dollars of debt in order 
to access their education. Debts like these are not only 
stressful, but they can further inequities, preventing 
graduates from achieving life milestones and contribut-
ing to the economy. 
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Burdensome debt is not a new concern for post-sec-
ondary students – we’ve seen similar results in the past 
– but it does raise questions as to why the six-month 
interest-free grace period was eliminated in 2019, and 
why a moratorium on the provincial portion of OSAP 
payments has not continued despite the fact that the 
pandemic continues to impact students financially and 
the federal moratorium has been extended. It also speaks 
to the need to re-evaluate the current OSAP framework 
to increase the proportion of grants-to-loans. 

The fact that respondents also cited debt from non-gov-
ernmental sources, including from credit cards and lines 
of credit where interest rates are often significantly 
higher than interest rates on government loans, also 
suggests the need to expand OSAP, both in terms of 
eligibility and in funding calculations, to ensure students 
who need financial support are not reliant on private 
lenders. 

Like concerns around affordability, the trends we found 
related to debt and demographic groups were unsur-
prising. Specifically, a greater percentage of low-in-
come, first-generation, and disabled respondents who 
had accumulated debt said that this debt would be very 
or somewhat burdensome compared to those who were 
not low-income, first-generation, or disabled, respec-
tively. This aligns with what respondents shared about 
their concerns around affordability.

For students with disabilities, there is an added layer to 
concerns around debt repayment, specifically, that they 
face disproportionate employment barriers. According 
to a 2021 HEQCO report, “recent PSE graduates with 
disabilities are significantly more likely to say they feel 
overqualified for their job” or to be unemployed when 
compared to graduates without a disability.29 Racialized 
students who had accumulated debt were also more 
likely than non-racialized students to say that their debt 
was either very or somewhat burdensome. Like stu-
dents with disabilities, some racialized students – Black 

students in particular – face higher unemployment rates 
and lower salaries.30 

FUNDING SOURCES
Like previous years, respondents primarily relied on 
a combination of safe, low-risk funding sources to fi-
nance their education. Personal and family contribu-
tions, whether gifts, loans, savings, or RESPs, were the 
most commonly reported source of financial support, 
followed by government loans and grants, then awards, 
scholarships, and bursaries. Familial contributions were 
often gifts, interest-free loans, or RESPs. Government 
loans offer a relatively more flexible repayment than 
banks or private lenders and grants do not require re-
payment, similar to awards, scholarships, and bursaries, 
which makes these lower-risk funding sources. 

Unfortunately, these safe, low-risk funding sources are 
not available to all students who need them. Awards, 
scholarships, and bursaries were more commonly re-
ported as being merit- rather than needs-based, and 
students may not be able to rely on their families for fi-
nancial support if their family is low-income or has cho-
sen not to provide them with financial support. 

Respondents also shared concerns about the accessi-
bility of university awards, scholarships, and bursaries, 
and the inconsistencies across institutions.

Government loans and grants are also not always avail-
able or sufficient for students who need them as a re-
sult of strict eligibility requirements, inadequate funding 
formulas, and decreased investment from the provincial 
government. Some respondents chose to explore riskier 
funding sources like bank loans to supplement the fund-
ing they received from the government or because they 
did not qualify. While respondents were able to secure, 
on-average, higher loan amounts through banks than 
through some of the lower-risk funding sources, this is 
not always a feasible, accessible, or manageable option 
for students who require financial support.

Overall, students believed that it was important to have 
access to government-funded financial aid to address 
their concerns about the affordability of post-second-
ary education. One student shared that, “financial assis-
tance is important because many students struggle to 
afford university and without financial assistance would 
not be able to attend university.” However, our findings 
make it clear that government-funded financial aid is 
neither accessible, nor sufficient to meet student needs.

One of the barriers to accessing government funding is 
the application process itself. Overall, respondents who 

““As a student with a disability, I 
find there is not sufficient finan-

cial support available through my 
institution. This became more ev-
ident when I was unable to receive 

OSAP grants this year as they were 
cut.”
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applied for OSAP told us that they found the process to 
be easy or that it was neither easy nor difficult. However, 
a lesser percentage of respondents who grew up in ru-
ral or northern communities, or First Nations Reserves, 
found the application process to be easy, compared to 
those who grew up in urban centres, and a lesser per-
centage of students with disabilities found the process 
to be easy compared to students without disabilities. 

While our survey did not explore what barriers respon-
dents faced during the OSAP application process that 
made it less easy for them, we do know that – particu-
larly for students from rural and northern communities, 
and First Nations Reserves31 – there is a lack of target-
ed outreach efforts, and high school students are not 
provided with enough information on student financial 
aid before they apply to university.32 Students need in-
formation about the financial aid application process 
so that they can make informed decisions and not face 
unnecessary barriers to receiving the financial support 
they need.33 

However, knowing how to apply and being able to make 
smart financial decisions is only a small part of ensuring 
student financial aid is accessible to students, and does 
little to address concerns around the adequacy of the 
funding provided. To paint a more complete picture, we 
asked respondents about their OSAP funding, and our 
findings reaffirm what we have been hearing from stu-
dents for years and the fears we had in response to the 
2019 changes to OSAP. 

2019 OSAP Changes
There are two main concerns that we often hear from 
students, and that were highlighted by respondents in 
this survey – that OSAP funding is not enough to meet 
student needs, and eligibility requirements leave many 
students without access to OSAP despite their financial 
need. 

The 2019 changes to OSAP, coupled with the financial 
impact from the COVID-19 pandemic and the 2020-
2021 provincial clawback of OSAP expenditures have 

exacerbated what students have long been concerned 
about, specifically that “financial assistance has been 
getting lower and making it harder to pay for school. 
Meanwhile tuition is staying the same or decreasing 
the smallest amount.” Almost half of all students who 
were concerned about their ability to afford their educa-
tion cited the fact that they were receiving less funding 
through OSAP than they had in the past, a concerning 
finding given that low-income students – who are al-
ready underrepresented in post-secondary education – 
are the primary recipients of OSAP funding. For these 
students, OSAP may be one of few available means 
to afford their education and if they are not receiving 
enough they may have to drop out, further contributing 
to their underrepresentation in post-secondary educa-
tion.  

One of the concerns students had when the provincial 
government announced it would be changing OSAP in 
2019 was that they would receive less funding than 
they had received under the previous framework, espe-
cially given that provincial OSAP expenditures dropped 
from $2.04 billion to $1.37 billion.34 According to our 
findings, these concerns were realized as almost 40 
percent of respondents who received OSAP in 2018-
2019 (prior to the changes) were given less funding in 

““[The] bursary website is not very 
clear or easy to navigate, so I usu-
ally don’t bother searching pages 
for a scholarship I can actually 

qualify for.”

““Almost all students are struggling 
financially, so improving OSAP...is 

a huge deal.”

2019-2020 (when the changes were in effect). This is 
a significant proportion of OSAP recipients, just over 90 
percent of whom received a lesser amount in grants, or 
loans and grants together. In 2020-2021 – during the 
pandemic when the province-wide financial disruptions 
should have resulted in more OSAP funding – one-third 
of OSAP recipients received less funding than they had 
in the previous year and these respondents also primar-
ily received lesser grant funding, or overall funding. 

The fact that students are receiving less funding and 
that this funding decrease is primarily targeting grant 
funding means that not only are students not receiving 
the financial support they need, but they are receiving a 
greater proportion of funding that will contribute to their 
debt following graduation which has an inequitable im-
pact on low-income, first-generation, disabled, and ra-
cialized students. 
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The increased proportion of loans-to-grants makes it 
especially important that the provincial government 
put measures in place to alleviate the burden of student 
debt that is tied to receiving a loan versus a grant. As a 
response to COVID-19, both the provincial and federal 
governments introduced a moratorium on loan repay-
ments which was a necessary measure to address the 
financial impact of COVID-19 on those with student 
debt. However, the provincial moratorium ended in Sep-
tember 2020, despite the fact that students and gradu-
ates continue to feel the financial impact of the pandem-
ic. While we navigate and recover from the COVID-19 
pandemic, the provincial government should support 
students by reinstating the moratorium on OSAP pay-
ments and interest accrual. However, the burden of 
student debt existed long before the pandemic and will 
continue long after if measures are not taken to enhance 
the affordability of post-secondary education. Until such 
time, introducing a permanent, two-year grace period 
after graduation would help ensure that recent gradu-
ates are in a financial position to manage their loan re-
payment.35 

Since 2017 we also saw a significant drop in the per-
centage of respondents who received government 
funding, dropping by ten percent between 2017 and 
2020. This aligned with our predictions given that the 
2019 changes to OSAP tightened eligibility require-
ments and thresholds. Specifically, the eligibility thresh-
old for receiving an Ontario Student Grant dropped 
from $175,000 to $140,000, meaning that dependent 

want to pursue full time studies. You ultimately have to 
choose between the two. If you don’t, you will sacrifice 
your mental health.” 

This is especially true for students who are considered 
“dependent” according to the OSAP definition, but who 
do not receive any financial support from their families. 
This was a common complaint from respondents: “My 
biggest complaint is that stuff like OSAP is only consid-
ered based off of the financial information of the parent. 
I don’t believe this is fair as it is an extremely inaccurate 
representation of the actual financial situation a student 
is in.” 

While OSAP does allow a student to appeal a decision 
to be considered independent through a Family Break-
down Review, a “family breakdown” is narrowly defined 
as “when you are estranged from your parent(s) due to 
documented mental, physical, sexual, and/or emotional 
abuse or drug or alcohol addiction in your family.”36 Not 
only is the burden placed on students to “prove” they 
are estranged from their family which is an added bar-
rier and fails to take a trauma-informed approach, but it 
also fails to consider other reasons a student may not be 
receiving financial support from their families. 

Prior to the 2019 OSAP changes, a student was consid-
ered “independent” if they had been out of high school 
for four or more years at the start of their study period.37 
This excludes a majority of traditionally aged under-
graduate students who will complete their undergrad-
uate degree within four years of their high school grad-
uation. These students are therefore assessed based on 
their parental income, and “many students don’t qualify 
for OSAP due to parental income, but they do not have 
their financial support. It forces many people to pick up 
jobs to cover the costs of tuition or living.”

In 2019, the provincial government expanded the defi-
nition of “independent” student from four years to six 
years, meaning a student now has to be out of high 
school for six years at the start of their study period to 
be assessed on their personal rather than parental in-
come. This is unnecessarily limiting and only serves to 
prevent more students from accessing the financial aid 
that they require. OUSA advocates for a return to the 
previous four-year threshold for independent students, 
although it is clear from our respondents that this would 
still leave many at-need students ineligible.38

INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS
International students face unique concerns related to 
the affordability of their post-secondary education. Pre-
dictably, international students were most concerned 

““...  financial aid made changes to 
my OSAP without telling me which 

left me with transferred grants to 
loans.”

students whose family earned more than $140,000 be-
came ineligible. 

While dependent students whose family incomes are 
higher than $140,000 are not considered low-income, 
these students still face financial access barriers to 
post-secondary education. One respondent shared, 
“costs are almost unrealistic especially with OSAP cuts. 
It’s virtually impossible for middle class students to at-
tend university without paying out of pocket. You will 
need a job if you want to study. This is hard when you 
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with the cost of tuition. International tuition was dereg-
ulated in 1994 and since then institutions have increas-
ingly relied on international tuition as a revenue source 
to compensate for both domestic tuition freezes and de-
creased funding from the provincial government. 

Currently, Ontario has the highest international tuition 
rates in the country, averaging $40,525 for the 2020-
2021 academic year – which continues to increase at 
$42,195 for the 2021-2022 academic year. This is close 
to five times more expensive when compared to the do-
mestic tuition rate in 2020-2021 at $7,938 and is over 
$10,000 more than British Columbia’s average interna-
tional tuition which is the second highest in the country 
at $28,342.39 

Given this context, coupled with the fact that 85 percent 
of international student respondents did not receive any 
financial aid from their home government or an orga-
nization in their home country, it is unsurprising that 
this was a top concern for international students and 
a majority reported difficulty affording their tuition. Re-
spondents also shared their concerns about not having 
access to financial supports from both their home coun-
try, but also from their institutions, the province, and the 
country more generally. One respondent highlighted 
that, “especially with COVID, things have become ex-
tremely difficult financially. Scholarships are very limited 
and almost non existent for international students.” 

Not only are international tuition fees increasing at dis-
proportionate rates, the lack of regulation also means 
that international students continue to find their tuition 
fees unpredictable from year-to-year. This is concern-
ing because it means that international students cannot 
plan their finances effectively and can place unantici-
pated financial burdens on students who may have to 
drop out or pause their studies in the face of increased 
tuition costs. There has also been a significant decrease 
in the predictability of international student tuition since 
2017, with 8 percent fewer students reporting that they 
felt their tuition fees were predictable from year to year. 
This decrease in predictability aligns with the timing of 
the 10 percent domestic tuition decrease and subse-
quent freeze on domestic tuition in the province. 

These results affirm OUSA’s stance on regulated inter-
national tuition, specifically that the provincial govern-
ment should regulate international tuition for incom-
ing students at a maximum of 5 percent per year and 
in-cohort increases to a maximum of 3 percent per year, 
as well as increase basic operating grant funding for 
post-secondary institutions to reduce the burden placed 
on universities to generate revenue through high inter-
national tuition fees.40

STUDENT EMPLOYMENT 
The stark declines in summer employment observed 
in our survey mirror findings from national and provin-
cial data, where youth unemployment reached all-time 
highs during the pandemic.41 Our results revealed that 
many students did not look for work because of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and national data suggests that 
youth unemployment faced particular impacts because 
youth (defined as those aged 15-24) are more likely to 
work in industries which were most affected by pan-
demic restrictions and lockdowns, including food and 
accommodation services.42 

Given that affordability was a top priority for students 
in this year’s survey, it is important to explore the role 
that student compensation has in either addressing or 
alleviating this concern. As stated, average earnings for 
summer employment for students in our survey totalled 
to $6,657. Given that provincial domestic tuition costs 

““As an international student, the 
amount of tuition I pay is astro-

nomical plus there are close to none 
[sic] financial aids for internation-

al students to access.”

an average of $7,938,43 it is evident that students are 
not earning enough money from their summer employ-
ment to fund one academic year’s worth of tuition. The 
respondents in our sample cited the need to pay for their 
education as their main reason for working over the 
summer, suggesting that engaging in this employment 
is counterproductive to their intentions and expected 
outcomes.

In written feedback on employment support, many stu-
dents cited their desire to work as a need to alleviate 
financial stress related to financing their education and 
reducing student debt.

The shortfall of funding for post-secondary educa-
tion from limited summer compensation could be met 
through provincial financial aid. However, students in 
our survey were clear that provincial programs were in-
sufficient in meeting their financial needs. The changes 
to OSAP in 2019 saw a reconfiguration of the program 
that became loan-heavy and reduced the distribution 
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of grants to students. Consequently, while students 
can receive financial assistance from OSAP to make 
up for education costs not covered by their employ-
ment earnings, this funding is more likely allocated as a 
loan and will eventually have to be repaid with interest. 

Given that the primary reason students worked was 
to earn money to pay for school, this finding suggests 
that students are willing to work in any given job, irre-
spective of the experience they gain from it. While this 
benefits students financially, it is also detrimental to de-
veloping relevant skills in their field and equipping them 
with the experience needed to enter the workforce. In 
our survey, many students expressed a desire for im-
provements to employment supports at post-second-
ary institutions in order to gain more work experience 
in their field of study. As one student summarized, “...
employment opportunities are very selective to certain 
industries.” Recognizing this, OUSA recommends im-
provements to work-integrated learning programs and 
employment supports at universities that would prepare 
students to gain experience in their field of study and 
equip them with necessary skills to thrive and succeed 
in their professional endeavours.45

Demographic Groups
While statistically insignificant, our results found some 
notable trends among student demographic groups and 
employment. 

More first-generation and mature students reported 
wanting to work in order to save money for their ed-
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FIGURE 15: COST OF ANNUAL TUITION VERSUS SUMMER EMPLOYMENT 
EARNINGS

Average Provincial Tuition: $7,938

Average Summer Employment Earnings: $6,657

Shortfall: $1,281

““Student job opportunities were 
cut due to COVID and we have 

not been given any support finding 
new jobs. We were also fired from 
these positions a mere few weeks 

before the term started.”

CESB provided additional funding over the summer of 
2020, but notably did not distribute funding to students 
who earned more than $1,000 (before taxes) over the 
4-week period that CESB was active.44  

Our results also showed that many students, wheth-
er employed during the summer or in-study, were not 
working in jobs related to their academic field of study. 
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ucation than non-first-generation and traditionally 
aged students. Previous literature has expressed that 
while family income is not the primary determinant of 
a first-generation student pursuing post-secondary ed-
ucation, many of these students do come from low-in-
come, racialized, and/or immigrant backgrounds,46 
suggesting that the need for employment savings 
designated for education may be more pronounced for 
first-generation students than non-first-generation stu-
dents. Further, mature students have told OUSA about 
the lack of targeted financial assistance that considers 
their circumstances. In its calculation, OSAP accounts 
for childcare, transportation, and living expenses as ed-
ucational costs, but also considers contributions from 
parental and spousal income, and spousal assets; ma-
ture students who technically have these resources may 
not be able to rely on them to finance their education 
(for various reasons), and have expressed concern about 
how these contributions are assessed.47 This suggests 
that employment throughout the academic year may be 
more necessary to fill in those funding gaps. 

Lastly, students with dependents reported working at 
lower rates than those without dependents which, as 

to note that this includes a portion of secondary school-
aged students and excludes post-secondary students 
over the age of 24; thus, in actuality, this average could 
either be lower or higher).48 This limited participation in 
employment can be described as a “professional pen-
alty,” a subsect of the larger “young carer penalty,” as 
time invested in caregiving tasks (like transportation, 
assisting with activities of daily living, etc.) detracts from 
time that could be allocated to other areas of a students’ 
life.49 Specifically in our survey, 59 percent of students 
with child dependents did not have their child enrolled 
in full- or part-time childcare, signalling that a majority 
of caregiving responsibilities may be undertaken by the 
students themselves or by their support networks, ulti-
mately limiting their ability to participate in employment. 

““After completion of post-sec-
ondary education, there is no 

guarantee that the students will 
get employed within their field of 

study without substantial field 
experience. That is where employ-
ment opportunities and support 
improvement can play a role by 
offering students employment 

placement during and after gradu-
ation.”

supported by external research, can be due to their 
caregiving responsibilities. It is estimated that young 
caregivers (those under the age of 24) spend a weekly 
average of 14-27 hours doing unpaid caregiving work, 
comparable to a part-time job (although it is important 

““Finances are one of the #1 stress-
ors for students, especially those 

with children.”
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CONCLUSION

Affordability has long been a concern for students at 
OUSA members schools. In 2019 the provincial govern-
ment made significant changes to the provincial student 
aid framework by decreasing investments and chang-
ing eligibility requirements for OSAP. In 2020 there 
was a global pandemic that disrupted employment for 
students and their families and added a new and omni-
present element of financial worry. It was unsurprising 
then, that respondents cited affordability as a top con-
cern, with almost two-thirds of respondents being con-
cerned about having enough money to complete their 
education. 

OUSA believes that all willing and qualified students 
should have access to high quality education, and that 
affordability should never be a barrier to post-second-
ary education. The benefits of post-secondary educa-
tion are well-documented, included the relationship 
between a university degree and access to the labour 
market, earning potential, and economic mobility. How-
ever, these results confirm what we already know – the 
ability to afford post-secondary education is inequitable, 
with low-income, first-generation, disabled, and racial-
ized students facing disproportionate barriers. In order 
to address these inequities, OUSA recommends that the 
provincial government focus their attention on undoing 
the 2019 changes to OSAP and working on a stronger, 
more comprehensive student financial aid framework 
that equitably addresses student concerns and does not 
further exacerbate the burdensome debt cited by more 
than half of our respondents. 

Data collected through the OUSS is an important tool 
to support OUSA’s advocacy, both by confirming what 
students have shared with us anecdotally through 
consultations and by providing an opportunity to hear 
from a larger pool of students and ultimately providing 
a more complete understanding of student concerns 
and experiences. This data is crucial to informing the 
evidence-based, student-driven recommendations we 
bring to the provincial government and sector stake-

holders, and we hope that our partners in the higher ed-
ucation sector will also find this data helpful to further 
their advocacy and policy development.

This report is one in a series of three reports that look at 
the accessibility, quality, and affordability of post-sec-
ondary education. This report provided the results of our 
2020 survey on questions of affordability with a focus 
on student financial assistance and employment trends. 
Together, this report series paint a more comprehensive 
picture of Ontario undergraduate student experiences in 
the fall of 2020. We know that questions of affordabili-
ty, accessibility, and quality overlap significantly and we 
therefore encourage you to explore all reports to bet-
ter understand what students are concerned about and 
how we can best respond to their needs. 

27



1  For a more detailed overview of  the 2019 changes to OSAP 
and OUSA’s advocacy efforts, see Ryan Tishcoff, “What’s the Deal with the 
2019 Changes to OSAP?,” OUSA (blog), September 17, 2019, https://www.
ousa.ca/blog_osap_changes. 
2  Reports on past survey results can be found at www.ousa.ca/
research_reports.  
3  Web Content Accessibility Guidelines are an international-
ly accepted standard for web accessibility developed by the World Wide 
Web Consortium and can be found here: https://www.w3.org/WAI/stan-
dards-guidelines/wcag/.  
4  Emily DuBois Brooks, Connor Lafortune, Page Chartrand, 
and Alyssa Trick, Status of Indigenous Students Policy Paper and Next Steps: 
Report to the General Assembly (Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance, 
March 2021), 12. 
5  Robert Rosenman, Vidhura Tennekoon, and Laura G. Hill, 
“Measuring Bias in Self-Reported Data,” International Journal of Behavioural 
and Healthcare Research 2, no. 4 (2011): 320, doi: 10.1504/IJBHR.2011.043414. 
6  “OSAP Definitions,” Government of  Ontario, last updated 
September 13, 2021, online: https://www.ontario.ca/page/osap-defini-
tions#section-22.
7  Statistics Canada, “Table 11-10-0232-01 Low income mea-
sures (LIM) thresholds by income source and household size,” Government 
of Canada, last modified November 24, 2021, https://www150.statcan.gc.
ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv.action?pid=1110023201. 
8  “Making Extra-Curricular Activities Inclusive,” National Edu-
cation Association of Disabled Students, accessed November 24, 2021, https://
www.neads.ca/en/about/projects/inclusion/guide/pwd_01.php. 
9  Ryan Tishcoff, Affordability: Results from the 2017 Ontario 
Post-Secondary Student Survey (Toronto, Ontario Undergraduate Student Al-
liance, 2019), 12, https://www.ousa.ca/reports_opsss_2017_affordability. 
10  Unpublished data from 2017 Ontario Post-Secondary Student 
Survey.
11  Danielle Pierre, Affordability: Results from the 2015 Ontario 
Post-Secondary Student Survey (Toronto: Ontario Undergraduate Student 
Alliance, 2017), 12, https://www.ousa.ca/report_affordability; Tishcoff, 
Affordability 2017, 14. 
12  Ibid.
13  Mackenzie Claggett, Financing Fees: The Inequitable Burden of 
University Costs (Toronto: Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance, 2018), 
7, https://www.ousa.ca/report_financing_fees. 
14  Pierre, Affordability 2015, 12; Tishcoff, Affordability 2017, 14.
15  Pierre, Affordability 2015, 12; Tishcoff, Affordability 2017, 13.
16  Ibid.
17  Pierre, Affordability 2015, 13; Tishcoff, Affordability 2017, 15.
18  Tishcoff, Affordability 2017, 12.
19  Pierre, Affordability 2015, 17 Tishcoff, Affordability 2017, 15.
20  Tishcoff, Affordability 2017, 16.
21  Ibid.
22  See Nasih Othman, Farah Ahmad, Christo El Morr, and Paul 
Ritvo, “Perceived Impact of  Contextual Determinants on Depression, 
Anxiety and Stress: A Survey with University Students,” International Jour-

nal of Mental Health Systems 13, no. 17 (2019),   https://doi.org/10.1186/s13033-
019-0275-x; Alisia G. T. T. Tran, Christina K. Lam, and Eric Legg, “Finan-
cial Stress, Social Supports, Gender, and Anxiety During College: A Stress 
Buffering Perspective,” The Counseling Psychologist 46, no. 7 (2018), 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000018806687; Payton J, Jones, So Yeon Park, 
G. Tyler Lefevor, “Contemporary College Student Anxiety: The Role of  
Academic Distress, Financial Stress, and Support,” Journal of College Coun-
seling 21, no. 3 (2018), https://doi.org/10.1002/jocc.12107. 
23  Marc Frenette, “Do Youth from Lower- and Higher-In-
come Families Benefit Equally from Postsecondary Education?,”  Ana-
lytical Studies Branch Research Paper Series 11F0o019M, no. 424, Statistics 
Canada Catalogue (April 26, 2019), https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/
pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2019012-eng.htm. 
24  Ibid; Statistics Canada, “Does Education Pay? A Comparison 
of  Earnings by Level of  Education in Canada and its Provinces and Terri-
tories,” Analysis Series, 2016 Census (November 29, 2017), https://www12.
statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/as-sa/98-200-x/2016024/98-
200-x2016024-eng.cfm; Ross Finnie, Michael Dubois, and Masashi 
Miyairi, Post-Graduation Earnings Outcomes of Ontario Transfer Students: 
Evidence from PSE-Tax Linked Data (Education Policy Research Initiatives, 
March 15, 2021), https://oncat.ca/sites/default/files/media-files/epri-on-
cat_2021-03-15_2_0.pdf. 
25  Katherine Wall, “Low Income Among Persons with a Disabil-
ity in Canada,” Insights on Canadian Society, Statistics Canada Catalogue 
no. 75-006-X (August 11, 2017), https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-
006-x/2017001/article/54854-eng.htm. 
26  Tony Chambers and Melissa Bolton, Assessment of Debt 
Load and Financial Barriers Affecting Students with Disabilities in Canadian 
Postsecondary Education, Ontario Report (Toronto, ON: Higher Educa-
tion Quality Council of  Ontario, February 3, 2011), https://heqco.ca/
pub/assessment-of-debt-load-and-financial-barriers-affecting-stu-
dents-with-disabilities-in-canadian-postsecondary-education-ontar-
io-report/.
27  Ibid.
28  This calculation was done by inputting $16,378 in total loan 
debt, the average suggested repayment period of  114 months, and the 
average interest rate of  2.75%: “Repayment Calculator for Full-Time 
OSAP Loans,” Government of Ontario, accessed November 24, 2021, https://
osap.gov.on.ca/AidEstimator2122Web/enterapp/debt_calculator.xhtm-
l#monthlypayment.  
29 Ken Chatoor, Postsecondary Credential Attainment and Labour 
Market Outcomes for Ontario Students with Disabilities (Toronto, ON: Higher 
Education Quality Council of  Ontario, June 2, 2021), https://heqco.ca/
pub/postsecondary-credential-attainment-and-labour-market-out-
comes-for-ontario-students-with-disabilities/. 
30  Martin Turcotte, “Results from the 2016 Census: Education 
and Labour Market Integration of  Black youth in Canada,” Insights on 
Canadian Society, Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 75-006-X (February 25, 
2020), https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2020001/arti-
cle/00002-eng.htm. 
31  Rena Daviau, “Planting the Seeds: Envisioning an Academic 

ENDNOTES

28



Pathway for Indigenous Students in Rural Northern Ontario,” MIR
Thesis (Laurentian University, 2019), https://zone.biblio.laurentian.ca/
handle/10219/3246. 
32  For example, there is no mention of  student financial aid in 
high school curriculums, see Ministry of  Education, The Ontario Curricu-
lum: Career Studies, Grade 10, Open (GLC2O) – Revised Course: Advance Release of 
the Curriculum Expectations, 2019 (Toronto, ON: Queen’s Printer for Ontario, 
2019).
33  For OUSA’s full stance on access to information and early 
outreach related to student financial aid, see Stephanie Bertolo, Matthew 
Gerrits, Connor Plante, and Tasneem Warwani, Policy Paper: Student Fi-
nancial Aid (Toronto: Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance, 2019): 26, 
https://www.ousa.ca/policy_student_financial_aid.
34  Peter Bethlenfalvy, Ontario’s Action Plan: Protecting People’s 
Health and Our Economy (Toronto, ON: Queen’s Printer for Ontario, 2021), 
174, https://budget.ontario.ca/2021/pdf/2021-ontario-budget-en.pdf.  
35  For OUSA’s full stance on OSAP moratoriums and grace peri-
ods, see Malek Abou-Rabia, Shailyn Harris, Austin Hurley, Eunice Olade-
jo, Bianka Sriharan, and Erin Quinn, Policy Paper: Responding to COVID-19 
(Toronto, ON: Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance, 2021), https://
www.ousa.ca/policy_covid_19; Bertolo et al., Student Financial Aid.   
36  “OSAP Definitions.” 
37   A student can also be considered “independent” if: they had 
worked full-time for at least 24 months in a row at the start of  their study 
period; their parents were deceased; they were a child in extended society 
care or in the care of  the Crown just prior to age 18; or they were receiving 
Continued Care and Support for Youth program allowance from their 
Children’s Aid Society: “OSAP Definitions.”   
38  For OUSA’s full stance on the definition of  “independent” 
student, see   Bertolo et al., Student Financial Aid.   
39  Statistics Canada, “Table 37-10-0045-01 Canadian and in-
ternational tuition fees by level of  study,” Government of Canada, last 
modified November 24, 2021,   https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/
tv.action?pid=3710004501.  
40  For OUSA’s full stance on international tuition regulation, 
see Shawn Cruz, Emma Evans, Matthew Gerrits, Fayza Ibrahim, Brook 
Snider, and Megan Town, Policy Paper: International Students & International 
Education (Toronto: Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance, 2020): 7-8, 
https://www.ousa.ca/policy_international_students.
41  Marc Frenette, Derek Messacar, and Tomasz Handler, “To 
What Extent Might COVID-19 Affect the Earnings of  the Class of  2020?” 
StatCan COVID-19: Data to Insights for a Better Canada, Statistics Canada 
Catalogue no. 45-28-0001, https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/45-28-
0001/2020001/article/00063-eng.htm; Financial Accountability Office 
of  Ontario, Ontario’s Labour Market in 2020: COVID-19 Pandemic Causes Re-
cord Job Loss (Toronto, ON: Queen’s Printer for Ontario, 2021), https://www.
fao-on.org/en/Blog/Publications/labour-market-2021. 
42  Statistics Canada, “Labour Force Survey, April 2020,” Govern-
ment of Canada, May 8, 2020, https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quoti-
dien/200508/dq200508a-eng.htm 
43  Statistics Canada, “Table 37-10-0045-01 Canadian and inter-

national tuition fees by level of  study.” 
44  Government of  Canada, “Canada Emergency Student Benefit 
(CESB): Eligibility criteria - Closed,” Government of Canada, March 24, 2021, 
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/benefits/emergen-
cy-student-benefit/cesb-who-apply.html 
45  To learn more about OUSA’s recommendations for student 
employment, see Aaryan Chaudhury, Michael Del Bono, Julia Göllner, 
and Shannon Kelly. Policy Paper: Student Employment. Toronto: (Ontario 
Undergraduate Student Alliance, 2019), https://www.ousa.ca/policy_stu-
dent_entre_employment 
46  Joseph H. Michalski, Tracy Cunningham, and Joe Henry, “The 
Diversity Challenge for Higher Education in Canada: The Prospects and 
Challenges of  Increased Access and Student Success,” Humboldt Journal of 
Social Relations 39, no.39 (2017): 66-89, https://digitalcommons.humboldt.
edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1011&context=hjsr; David Hayes, “Help-
ing first-generation students find their way,” University Affairs, November 
3, 2015, https://www.universityaffairs.ca/features/feature-article/first-
gen-students-find-their-way/; Ashley Bach, “Striving to Place: The First 
Generation Student Experience at McGill University,” McGill University, 
January 23, 2017, https://ua.ssmu.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Striv-
ing-to-Place-The-First-Generation-Student-Experience-at-McGill.pdf  
47  David Seston, Zana Talijan, and Colin Aitchison, Policy Paper: 
Mature Students. Toronto: (Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance, 2018), 
https://www.ousa.ca/policy_mature_students 
48  The Ontario Caregiver Organization, “Young Caregivers,” The 
Ontario Caregiver Organization, accessed November 23, 2021, https://onta-
riocaregiver.ca/resources-education/caregiver-resources/young-caregiv-
ers/ 
49  Vivian Stamatopoulos, “The young carer penal-
ty: Exploring the costs of  caregiving among a sample of  Canadian 
youth,” Child & Youth Services 39, no.2-3 (August 2018): 180-205, doi: 
10.1080/0145935X.2018.1491303

29



ONTARIO UNDERGRADUATE STUDENT ALLIANCE 
26 Soho St, Suite 345 

Toronto, M5T 1Z7
t: 416.341.9948 

w: www.ousa.ca e: info@ousa.ca

PRESIDENT: Eunice Oladejo
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR: Eddy Avila 

COMMUNICATIONS & OPERATIONS COORDINATOR: Irum Chorghay 
RESEARCH & POLICY ANALYST: Britney De Costa 
RESEARCH & POLICY ANALYST: Malika Dhanani 

RECOMMENDED CITATION 
De Costa, Britney and Malika Dhanani. Affordability: Results from the 2020 Ontario Undergraduate 

Student Survey. Research Report. Toronto: Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance, 2021.

30


