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The Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance is a non-partisan 

advocacy organization that represents the interests of over 150,000 

undergraduate and professional, full-time and part-time university 

students at seven student associations across Ontario.

ACCOUNTABILITY AND SYSTEM VISION
The post-secondary sector contains many macro-level agents and structures that work together to shape 
the direction and delivery of post-secondary education in Ontario. From university governance, to quali-
ty assurance, capacity expansion, Ministry frameworks, funding models, Strategic Mandate Agreements 
(SMAs), differentiation, and mediation offices, there are a multitude of tools and measures that strive to 
achieve the accountability and systemic vision of post-secondary education. While these aspects do not 
directly interact with students on a daily basis, they do have a significant impact on access and outcomes 
for students, particularly those from equity-deserving groups. Consequently, students have collaborated 
to voice their concerns and offer recommendations on the following issues:

Limited Representation in University Gover-
nance
There is a lack of proactive communication be-
tween internal governing bodies and the broader 
community of stakeholders, which creates sub-
stantial barriers for individuals to engage with 
governing bodies and decisions being made that 
may affect them. Undergraduate student rep-
resentatives are often limited in their abilities to 
influence decision-making on governing bodies 
since they comprise very few seats on those bod-
ies. Additionally, there is insufficient provincial 
guidance on the representation of undergraduate 
students on university governance bodies and 
these student representatives are often limited 
in their abilities to influence decision-making on 
governing bodies due to lacking adequate train-
ing on how to navigate and effectively engage 
in complex governance systems. Individuals from 
marginalized groups face unique concerns in the 
post-secondary environment and due to unique 
and potentially exacerbated challenges, individ-
uals from marginalized groups face additional 
barriers to engaging with university governance. 
There is currently a lack of representation of indi-
viduals from marginalized groups in senior lead-
ership at universities. A large portion of univer-
sity boards across Ontario do not have internal 
reporting processes to their constituents.

Students are often restricted from voting on is-
sues that directly impact them, such as tuition, 
because it is seen as a conflict of interest. In ad-
dition, students are often restricted from voting 

on issues that directly impact them, because they 
are seen as inexperienced.
 
Insubstantial Quality Assurance Processes
University Undergraduate Degree Level Expecta-
tions (UUDLEs) remain too vague and subjective, 
inadequately defining what the learning outcome 
students should have learned after each level of 
instruction. Implementations of UUDLEs are not 
currently standardized amongst institutions and 
lack clarity on what is expected at each degree 
level. Further, UUDLEs have no equity-based de-
gree expectations in the current framework.
 
There is currently a lack of data available to in-
dicate the professional pathways of students 
from equity-deserving groups, including par-
ticipation in the labour market upon comple-
tion of post-secondary education. Students are 
concerned that the needs of under-represented 
groups are currently not being met with regards 
to the accessibility and quality of post-secondary 
education in Ontario. Students from low-income 
backgrounds are disproportionately at risk for 
not being able to afford high quality internet.
 
At present, students with disabilities are given 
inequitable access to physical spaces on campus, 
negatively impacting their success in post-sec-
ondary education. Further to this, the current 
Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act 
(AODA) framework is not sufficient for student 
accessibility needs on post-secondary campus-
es.

THE PROBLEM
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As it stands, students are worried that quality as-
surance mechanisms allow room for bias in the 
favour of universities and that current program 
reviews do not require feedback from students. 
Additionally, data collected from university per-
formance reviews is not currently made available 
to the public.
 
Incomprehensive Capacity Expansion Initia-
tives
Most post-secondary institutions in Ontario are 
in the southern regions which heightens com-
munity disconnect for Indigenous students at-
tending university far from their homes. Notably, 
there has not been enough support and celebra-
tion of Indigenous voices, students, and culture 
on the campuses of Ontario universities. Many 
post-secondary institutions campuses have his-
torical and ongoing relationships rooted in colo-
nialism and oppression with statues, memorials, 
and names of physical spaces reflecting figures 
involved in oppression, system violence, and 
genocide.
 
Students in rural and northern communities face 
additional financial barriers to accessing technol-
ogy, given the increased price of internet in rural 
and northern communities, and private sector in-
ternet providers are not effectively incentivized to 
support access to quality internet service in rural 
and northern areas. In addition, rural and north-
ern students face greater barriers compared to 
urban students in accessing inter-regional trans-
portation options to their post-secondary institu-
tions and/or experiential learning opportunities.
 
Institutions and programs that offer programs 
in the French language have not been protect-
ed in recent years, and their longevity has not 
been prioritized by the provincial government. 
Francophone students have very limited options 
for learning in French and must choose between 
relocating and learning in another language, and 
post-secondary institutions that offer programs 
in the French language do not offer a wide-array 
of diverse courses.
 
There is a significant backlog of maintenance 
requests across post-secondary campuses, re-
sulting in inaccessible and unsafe learning spac-
es. Currently, no standardized post-secondary 
AODA education policy is in place to ensure 
standards for physical spaces on post-secondary 
campuses. 

High quality services and supports are not readily 
and equally available across institution’s primary 
campuses and satellite campuses. The ancillary 
fees paid by students on satellite campuses are 
not reflected in the quality of services available 
on their home campus. Additionally, commuting 
to distant university campuses or moving entire-
ly can be inaccessible for post-secondary stu-
dents who require accommodations not limited 
but including financial, accessibility, and other 
needs. Most post-secondary students do not 
have access to private transportation for reasons 
including, but not limited to, parking availabili-
ty and accessibility, maintenance and insurance 
costs, and environmental concerns, which leaves 
post-secondary students particularly reliant on 
public transport systems. Due to their housing 
a proportionally smaller population of students, 
areas that satellite campuses are located in may 
not be served adequately by safe, affordable, 
and accessible public transport. Satellite cam-
puses are often not located in accessible areas 
for students living in rural and/or northern areas, 
and lack proper infrastructure to support their 
students. At times, satellite campuses may have 
a lower priority than main campuses when con-
sidering infrastructure improvements that would 
increase quality and accessibility of programs 
and offerings.
 
Fragmented Ministry Frameworks
Students are concerned that the province’s insti-
tutional funding framework, tuition framework, 
and student financial aid framework are utilized 
separately in an incohesive manner.
 
Unbalanced Funding Models
Students at some universities across Ontario 
do not have transparency into how their tuition 
and ancillary fees are allocated in their univer-
sity budget. The cost of higher education has 
increased disproportionately to public funding, 
making higher education financially inaccessible. 
Since 2011, tuition fees have accounted for over 
50 percent of universities’ operating budgets, 
and student contributions have continued to in-
creasingly outpace government contributions 
each year. Currently, per-student funding does 
not increase with inflation each year, resulting in 
students contributing disproportionately more to 
their higher education than public funding. Due 
to inadequate government funding, institutions 
in Ontario rely on increasing international tuition, 
ancillary fees, and revenue-generating campus 
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services to supplement operating budgets.
 
Gaps in Strategic Mandate Agreement Devel-
opment and Intentions
The provincial government’s proposal to in-
crease weighting of performance-based fund-
ing within the SMAs from 1.6 percent in 2019 
to 60 percent by 2025 is a stark change and 
relies too heavily on these metrics. In addition, 
the Ministry of Colleges and Universities has not 
consulted with post-secondary students on the 
impact of performance-based funding criteria 
on student’s experience and expectations. As it 
stands, there is no opportunity for students to 
provide feedback to the province on problems, 
highlights, or questions about the current per-
formance-based funding criteria with the SMAs, 
and performance-based funding models may put 
equity-deserving students at a disadvantage. 
The current performance-based funding model, 
through a dramatic increase in the proportion of 
performance-based funding, fails to effectively 
treat universities like a public good and ignores 
the positive societal externalities that would be 
lost through unnecessarily decreased funding.
 
Research intensive universities receive high-
er funding from the provincial government, and 
this contributes to disparities in teaching quality 
between skilled instructors and researchers re-
quired to instruct. Post-secondary institutions 
that promote research funding and opportunities 
do not prioritize teaching and student learning 
outcomes to the same high degree. Providing 
increased funding to research institutions dis-
courages differentiations between universities 
and the programs offered which undermines the 
sector’s long-term sustainability.
 
Students are also concerned that SMA report 
back data is not centrally stored in a publicly ac-
cessible manner.
 
As they exist, SMAs do not reflect students’ need 
for diversity, transparency, and representation in 
the province’s framework. In the development of 
the current SMAs, students and student orga-
nizations were not consulted, which diminished 
Ontario students’ ability to contribute. Further, 
the current SMA structure does not encourage 
diversification and differentiation in institutions’ 
program offerings.

Non-Prioritization of Differentiation in 
Work-Integrated Learning
Students are worried that international students 
have additional burdens and barriers when ac-
cessing experiential learning and workplace 
study opportunities on campus.
 
Post-secondary institutions across Ontario do 
not have equal work-integrated learning (WIL) 
opportunities and currently, there is no way for 
Ontario post-secondary institutions to address 
the challenges students face when participat-
ing in these opportunities. In addition, different 
Ontario post-secondary institutions use a variety 
of supports and strategies to address student 
WIL accessibility concerns which are not uniform 
between institutions. Currently, there are insuf-
ficient WIL opportunities for students across On-
tario post-secondary institutions.
 
Some student populations including mature stu-
dents, racialized students, Indigenous students, 
and students with disabilities face additional 
barriers when accessing WIL opportunities. A 
student’s functional limitations may limit them 
from working while studying, which prevents 
them from gaining work experience during their 
studies. Further, students may experience covert 
and overt racism or religious discrimination when 
searching for WIL or while working as a result of 
their racial and/or religious identity.
 
Ombudsperson and Mediation Office Opera-
tions
Students are worried that at many institutions, 
they are forced to bear either the most of the cost 
or partial cost of dispute resolution mechanisms 
on university campuses. 
 
Additionally, student representation is not man-
dated across university ombudsperson offices/
mediation offices, despite being a significant 
stakeholder in post-secondary education.
 
The number of academic and non-academic is-
sues have increased in the last three years, with a 
lack of appropriate dispute resolution processes. 
Lastly, no formalized connection exists between 
Ontario Ombudsman and institutional ombud-
sperson offices, resulting in inconsistent report-
ing standards across different university offices.
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Increasing Student Representation and Par-
ticipation in University Governance
The province should mandate that undergrad-
uate student representatives be provided with 
adequate training and support to enhance their 
abilities to provide useful feedback and insights 
to governing bodies. Additionally, the provin-
cial government should establish a report that 
evaluates students’ influence within university 
governing bodies across Ontario and renew this 
report every 3 years. The province should also 
mandate that each university board implement a 
regular internal reporting process in which they 
share their activities and decisions to stakehold-
ers, including but not limited to, university com-
munity members. The province should mandate 
university governing bodies to implement re-
cruitment and retention strategies to increase 
the representation of equity-deserving groups 
in their senior leadership and governing bodies. 
The province should work with university gover-
nance committees to implement recruitment and 
retention strategies to increase the representa-
tion of marginalized groups (those historically 
disadvantaged by their race, gender, class, or 
other aspects of their background) in their senior 
leadership.
 
The province should amend Ontario University 
Acts to state that student governors may take 
part in discussions and vote on matters relating 
to student issues, including but not limited to tu-
ition and ancillary fees. The province should also 
mandate that students occupying seats on uni-
versity governance committees receive adequate 
training so that they can succeed in their roles.
 
Strengthening Quality Assurance Processes 
The Ontario Universities Council on Quality As-
surance (OUCQA) should revise the UUDLEs to 
model Lumina Foundation’s Degree Qualifica-
tion Profile learning outcomes. In addition, the 
OUCQA should consult with equity-deserving 
students to develop equity-building skillsets as 
a part of degree level expectations and ensure 
that student feedback is incorporated during the 
tuning process of updating UUDLEs.
 
The provincial government should mandate that 
Ontario universities should, through non-com-
pulsory means, track data regarding the par-
ticipation, retention, and campus experience 

RECOMMENDATIONS of students from equity-deserving groups in 
post-secondary education. The Higher Educa-
tion Quality Council of Ontario (HEQCO) should 
conduct consultations with students from un-
der-represented groups to better inform policy 
recommendations on the accessibility and qual-
ity of post-secondary education in Ontario. The 
provincial government should develop a grant, 
qualified through OSAP, aimed at covering the 
cost of high quality internet for students from 
low-income backgrounds.
 
The AODA should continue to create a post-sec-
ondary education framework that clearly de-
fines standards for physically accessible spaces 
on campus, including the types and number of 
spaces that should exist. Following the comple-
tion of the AODA framework for Postsecondary 
Education Standards, the provincial government 
should adopt all formal recommendations on 
post-secondary campuses within the timelines 
identified by the Postsecondary Education Stan-
dards Development Committee. Additionally, the 
provincial government should provide envelope 
funding to institutions to ensure older spaces on 
university campuses comply with AODA stan-
dards. The provincial government should also 
increase post-secondary special purpose grants 
to increase accessibility of hybrid learning tech-
nology not limited to high-flexibility classrooms, 
lecture capture technology and digital learning 
infrastructure for all students. 
 
The OUCQA should only approve Institutional 
Quality Assurance Processes that provide prov-
ince-wide metrics based on the evaluation of 
learning outcomes, and should ensure the team 
for cyclical program reviews includes at least one 
student reviewer and that the review process in-
corporates feedback from current students and 
graduates. The provincial government should 
task HEQCO to take on the quality assurance 
mechanisms of the current Quality Council of 
the Council of Ontario Universities (COU). Fur-
ther, the province should ensure data collected 
from university performance reviews should be 
made available and easily accessible to the pub-
lic on OUCQA’s website. In addition, the province 
should ensure equity-focused perspectives are 
considered as part of cyclical eight-year reviews 
of program quality in higher education.
 
Developing Supportive Capacity Expansion 
The provincial government should invest in pro-
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grams focused on Indigenous languages and 
studies in both publicly funded post-second-
ary institutions as well as Indigenous Institutes. 
The provincial government should encourage 
post-secondary institutions to remove statues 
and memorials of problematic historical figures 
who contributed to the genocide and ongoing 
abuse of Indigenous communities and Peoples, 
including those that were complicit in the resi-
dential “schooling” system. Further to this, the 
province should provide envelope funding to 
post-secondary institutions to create memorials 
and awards celebrating Indigenous leaders to be 
selected and awarded by Indigenous Peoples. 
The provincial government should also invest in 
more transportation between post-secondary in-
stitutions and First Nations communities, as well 
as culturally relevant community and resources 
centers on post-secondary campuses. The pro-
vincial government should engage in meaningful 
conversations with Indigenous Peoples, includ-
ing Indigenous students, faculty, and staff to en-
sure their needs are met on campuses through 
a provincial advisory committee which will al-
low Indigenous Peoples to make suggestions 
to improve learning. The provincial government 
should mandate post-secondary institutions to 
consult with Indigenous advisory bodies that are 
directed and controlled by Indigenous students, 
faculty, and community members.
 
To increase the accessibility of post-secondary 
education for rural and/or northern students, 
the provincial government should introduce a 
Technology Accessibility Grant that is open to 
these students who require access to technology 
off-campus. The provincial government should 
introduce a Rural and Northern Travel Grant that 
is open to rural and/or northern OSAP-eligible 
students, living 40 kilometers or more from the 
nearest publicly-assisted institution. Additionally, 
the provincial government should engage in stra-
tegic partnerships to provide financially accessi-
ble, high-speed, and reliable internet to rural and 
northern communities.
 
To better support Francophone students, the 
province should invest in existing programs of-
fered in the French language across all disci-
plines at Ontario universities in all regions to 
ensure a wide array of course and program of-
ferings in the French language. The provincial 
government should work directly with universi-
ties offering programs in the French language to 

ensure solvency and ongoing financial support 
for post-secondary institutions that have French 
language programs and Francophone students 
have access to diverse programs in the French 
language. In addition, the province should pro-
vide funding to Ontario post-secondary institu-
tions to recruit instructors for French programs 
to promote the expansion and accessibility of 
French language programs.  
 
The provincial government should provide en-
velope funding to universities’ deferred mainte-
nance budgets for the implementation of repairs 
and enhancements to all campus spaces to in-
crease the overall accessibility of campus for 
students with disabilities. The provincial govern-
ment should also work with institutions to ensure 
accessibility and safety standards are maintained 
such as the standards outlined in the current 
AODA.
 
To enhance the effectiveness of satellite cam-
puses, the provincial government should include 
a metric in SMAs that addresses how institutions 
will develop and sustain equitable infrastructure 
for satellite campuses. The province should en-
courage post-secondary institutions to priori-
tize satellite campus infrastructure to the same 
quality as main campuses, and commit funds 
towards the expansion of post-secondary ac-
cess to growing communities through means, 
including but not limited to, the creation of satel-
lite campuses. The provincial government should 
commission HEQCO to evaluate the efficacy of 
satellite campuses as a strategy for improving 
access to post-secondary education for popu-
lations in rural and northern communities. Addi-
tionally, the Ministry of Colleges and Universities 
should work with the Ministry of Transportation 
to prioritize underserved satellite campus com-
munities when distributing funding through the 
Community Transportation Grant Program. The 
provincial government should also invest in rapid 
transit projects in municipalities with post-sec-
ondary institutions, especially currently under-
served satellite campuses. The provincial govern-
ment should make additional funding available 
to post-secondary institutions for projects and 
initiatives that address existing quality dispari-
ties in services, programs, and offerings between 
campuses. The provincial government should 
mandate consultations with various stakehold-
ers, including current and prospective students, 
when creating new satellite campuses through 
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advisory bodies. Lastly, the provincial govern-
ment should make additional funding available to 
post-secondary institutions for projects and ini-
tiatives that address existing disparities pertain-
ing to accessibility of physical spaces on satellite 
campuses.
 
Integrating Ministry Frameworks
To increase the cohesiveness of various Ministry 
frameworks, the provincial government should 
review the current frameworks through an ad-
visory body with representation from students, 
university administrators, and industry profes-
sionals to draft a new encompassing framework. 
The province should also develop clear guide-
lines stating deadlines for each framework and 
promote them in an accessible format that’s 
available to students.
 
Sharing Responsibility for University Opera-
tional Funding
The provincial government should work in con-
junction with COU to create policies that man-
date universities communicate detailed tuition 
breakdowns to their students once per academic 
term. The provincial government should work in 
conjunction with the COU to create policies that 
mandate student involvement in budget plan-
ning. The provincial government should increase 
operating grants until students are contributing 
at most/a maximum of one-third of universities’ 
total operating budget, and should index base 
operating grants to national inflation each year.
 
Student Involvement and Areas of Reconsid-
eration within Strategic Mandate Agreements
The provincial government should measure the 
success of performance-based funding within 
SMAs by developing advisory bodies with uni-
versity administration, students, graduates, and 
industry professionals. The Ministry of Colleges 
and Universities should decrease the annual 
weight increase of performance-based funding 
within SMAs to between 5 and 8 percent annu-
ally rather than 10 percent. Further, the province 
of Ontario should balance the post-secondary 
funding model more evenly between the SMA 
envelope, enrolment envelope, and special pur-
pose grants to ensure student concerns are in-
corporated and institutions are accountable to 
student needs. The provincial government should 
conduct appropriate consultations with students 
from equity-deserving groups to ensure their 
needs are met under a performance-based fund-

ing model, and measure representation of equi-
ty-deserving groups in student and faculty bod-
ies, as well as their success rates (i.e., sense of 
belonging, faculty and staff duration and tenure 
rates, etc.) and representation in course syllabi, 
at post-secondary institutions as a performance 
indicator. The provincial government should also 
add a bargaining mechanism to the core of the 
SMA system that would allow and encourage 
universities to propose innovative changes to 
their operations while adapting their SMAs to 
judge performance, and thus calculate perfor-
mance-based funding, more appropriately.
 
To increase support for teaching-focused insti-
tutions, the provincial government should adjust 
the university funding model to reflect the value 
of these institutions. The province should also 
consult with students through advisory commit-
tees at each post-secondary institution to bet-
ter understand how student needs and learning 
goals, particularly those from groups deserving 
equity, can be incorporated within SMAs. Fur-
ther to this, the provincial government should 
utilize feedback from students to adjust SMAs 
to reflect student learning and career goals and 
hold post-secondary institutions accountable for 
the use of students’ tuition through SMAs. The 
province should incorporate student learning 
goals and feedback from consultations to inform 
post-secondary institutions of gaps in high qual-
ity teaching and innovative instructors. The pro-
vincial government should also provide grants 
and other funding opportunities that recognize 
the value of innovations in teaching, promoting 
best practices in curriculum and instructional de-
sign, and teaching-as-research.
 
OUSA also recommends that the government 
should, publicly by default, centrally store data 
collected by the SMA report backs.
 
The provincial government should ensure that 
SMAs acknowledge potential biases and make 
efforts to mediate this through ongoing research 
into pedagogy, barriers to representation at the 
post-secondary level, and improving account-
ability. The province should also adjust the SMA 
development process to include opportunity for 
student feedback while actively consulting with 
student organizations. Additionally, the provin-
cial government should encourage diversification 
of program offerings by including consideration 
for course variety within future SMAs. The prov-
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ince should consult with current students and 
those who discontinued their studies at each 
post-secondary institution across Ontario to bet-
ter incorporate student needs and learning goals 
within the SMAs.
 
Enhancing Work-Integrated Learning for Stu-
dent Groups to Promote Differentiation 
The provincial government should increase in-
vestments to provide targeted support for inter-
national students in WIL programs and better 
engage international students in these opportu-
nities and to receive feedback from existing pro-
grams. The province should further research WIL 
participation rates, barriers to participation, and 
strategies, to enhance overall rates of participa-
tion for these students. In addition, the Ministry 
of Colleges and Universities should provide en-
velope funding for post-secondary institutions to 
retain dedicated work-integrated learning inter-
national student advisors.
 
The provincial government should further re-
search WIL participation rates, barriers to partic-
ipation, and strategies, to enhance overall rates 
of participation for domestic students. The pro-
vincial government should also increase funding 
to ensure that sufficient WIL opportunities are 
uniform across all Ontario post-secondary insti-
tutions. The provincial government should invest 
in the Career Ready Fund to incentivize employ-
ers to increase opportunities for disciplines and 
programs of study that currently lack WIL oppor-
tunities, and should prioritize paid WIL opportu-
nities through this Fund.
 
To increase access to WIL for students with sys-
temic barriers to participation, the Ministry of 
Colleges and Universities should partner with 
post-secondary institutions and businesses to 
increase these opportunities that are equally 
available to students and that meet the current 
student demand. The provincial government 
should also prioritize work-integrated learning 
opportunities, including research grants, for stu-
dents who have limited access to these oppor-
tunities.
 
Improvements to Ombudsperson and Media-
tion Office Operations 
To reduce student contributions to ombudsper-
son and mediation offices, the provincial govern-
ment should provide institutions with the funding 
necessary to adequately run these offices on uni-

versity campuses, including satellite campuses, 
following an enrolment-based model.
 
The province should also mandate at least 20 
percent of ombudsperson office, or mediation 
office, by case, seats to students in their under-
graduate degrees.
 
The Ontario Ombudsman should establish a stu-
dent committee with an elected (by students) 
undergraduate and graduate representative from 
each Ontario post-secondary institution, and 
should establish a formalized connection with 
institutional student mediation offices through 
the Ministry of Colleges and Universities. Finally, 
individual student mediation offices at institu-
tions should release accessible and transparent 
reports at the end of each academic year with a 
summary of the aggregated data.


