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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 eight student associations across Ontario.

STUDENT ENTREPRENEURSHIP, EMPLOYMENT, and 
EMPLOYABILITY

As post-secondary students progress through their undergraduate education, they have a range of experiences that 
equip them with the skills they need to enter the job market. Securing stable and sustainable employment is one of 
the main reasons students attend university, and thus, it is important that post-secondary institutions provide the 
opportunities and tools necessary to foster students’ employability. However, there are several gaps in experiential 
learning, skills development, entrepreneurship, legal protections, and post-graduation opportunities that prevent 
students from gaining fulfilling experiences that help them achieve their full potential in the labour market. There-
fore, it is important that the provincial government and relevant sector stakeholders work together to maximize the 
opportunities presented to post-secondary students and support success in their chosen career path.

Inequities and Disparities in Experiential Learning
Students are concerned that work-integrated learn-
ing is more common and well-funded in business and 
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) fields, and less available and disproportion-
ately underfunded in the arts and humanities, which 
leaves some students with reduced opportunity to 
pursue work-integrated learning. Further, students 
from marginalized communities are less likely to enter 
business and STEM fields, thereby disproportionately 
affecting their access to work-integrated learning op-
portunities. Students who don’t have work-integrat-
ed learning opportunities as part of their educational 
degree, are at a disadvantage when entering the job 
market. 

In addition, there are not enough existing co-opera-
tive learning placements to match student demand. 
Existing co-operative learning placements are over-
represented in STEM and business fields without 
many opportunities in other sectors. There are also not 
enough incentives for employers to increase co-opera-
tive learning placements and employers do not receive 
adequate compensation when hiring students par-
taking in an 8-week flexible work term, which might 
discourage them from offering such opportunities. 
Notably, financial constraints are cited as one of the 
largest barriers to employers being able to provide 
work-integrated learning opportunities, and the cur-
rent Co-operative Education Tax Credit structure does 
not support flexible work terms.

Students are also worried that unpaid work opportuni-
ties exacerbate the financial burden faced by students, 

who forego pay in order to complete mandatory un-
paid placements allowing employers to exploit their 
labour. Unpaid work opportunities disproportionately 
impact low-income and racialized students, who have 
less flexibility to pursue these opportunities and thus 
miss out on valuable experiences to supplement their 
in-course content. These opportunities are also con-
centrated in fields that women tend to pursue more, 
disproportionately impacting these students by per-
petuating the gender pay disparity, and negatively im-
pacting student finances. As well, students who must 
complete mandatory unpaid placements have limited 
time to pursue other paid opportunities, reducing their 
ability to earn and save money.

Students can experience additional stressors and 
pressures during work-integrated learning that can 
lead to physical and mental health challenges, and 
are not properly informed of the time commitment a 
work-integrated learning opportunity entails, making 
it difficult to balance academic and personal obliga-
tions. In addition, students with off-campus place-
ments who must relocate may be unaware of the 
wellness supports in proximity to them. Students are 
concerned that the increase in hybrid and remote work 
models in work-integrated learning environments may 
further isolate students facing increased stressors and 
workloads.

Furthermore, post-secondary institutions do not of-
fer enough community service learning opportuni-
ties. Community service learning courses lack struc-
ture which poses difficulties when developing these 
learning opportunities. Faculty turnover causes a loss 
of relationships between institutions and communi-
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ty service partners. Additionally, a lack of accessible 
transportation poses a barrier to student engagement 
in community service learning opportunities and limits 
the community partners ability to participate. Students 
are also worried that a lack of student consultation 
from community service learning can lead to inaccu-
rate advertising for the nature of said opportunities.

Lack of Comprehensive Skill Development
Students are concerned about being unable to find rel-
evant research and reports of the provinces’ current 
in-demand skills. Therefore, students struggle to find 
relevant opportunities related to their desired field of 
work. In addition, the skills necessary to succeed in the 
workforce are constantly evolving and students may 
not be given the resources to develop the necessary 
skills to be competitive. 
As well, students from lower socio-economic back-
grounds often do not have the opportunity to learn 
how to invest and save for their future as well as face 
more barriers to continuously save and invest due to 
many living day-to-day with their finances. Students 
are also not given the necessary information regarding 
investing and budgeting.  
 
Remote work has increased drastically since COVID-19 
and workplaces are shifting to more virtual environ-
ments, which is a continuous concern for rural and 
northern students. Employers can have assumptions 
about the digital skills new graduates hold, presenting 
a barrier to students without these skills to success-
fully transition into the workforce. Additionally, digital 
literacy skill development through online learning can-
not replace the in-person learning that some students 
require to thrive. Students are also worried that more 
jobs are susceptible to automation, and will need to 
enhance their digital skills to remain competitive and 
to have a successful career path.
 
Students have different levels of skills proficiency as 
there are inconsistent opportunities and experiences 
for professional development to gain desirable skills 
for the workplace. Further, the shift to online work 
and learning gave students vastly different work ex-
periences, which could lead to variations in and skills 
amongst their peers. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic left students with a lack of 
opportunities to network and gain connections that 
can help them enter the workforce or their desired field. 
In addition, students are not aware of resources from 
career services within their institutions that can sup-
port their long-term career goals, including the ability 
to network without business-related backgrounds.
 
Students are concerned that institutions do not have 
sufficient resources and systems to provide them with 
interactive means to articulate the skills they gain 
during their post-secondary education as they enter 

the workforce post-graduation.
 
Some graduates are unprepared with foundational 
in-demand skills that would help them enter and suc-
ceed in the workforce. There is minimal research on 
the specific in-demand skills that university students 
in Ontario can and should acquire from their programs.
 
Students are worried that post-secondary students, 
especially those from low-income households, are not 
able to access necessary digital tools to thrive in their 
academic careers.

Minimal Support for Entrepreneurship
Students are less inclined to pursue entrepreneurship 
due to financial barriers, and inflation has created ad-
ditional barriers for students who wish to complete a 
work term entrepreneurship opportunity, including ris-
ing costs of housing and transit. 

Students are concerned that there is not enough 
funding to commercialize their intellectual property. 
Additionally, students are also uninformed on how to 
commercialize their intellectual property on their re-
spective campuses.

Students outside of business-oriented programs do 
not receive adequate support for pursuing entrepre-
neurial opportunities. 

Limited Legal Employment Protections
All students engaging in work as a part of their uni-
versity program are not covered by regulations in the 
Employment Standards Act leading to disparities in 
pay, benefits, and worker rights. Under the Employ-
ment Standards Act, students are not entitled to re-
ceive minimum wage leading to inequitable pay and 
increased financial burden. Notably, the exemption of 
students from the Employment Standards Act leads to 
confusion surrounding students’ rights when pursuing 
a work placement or co-op term. Students can also 
experience harm and harassment in work-integrated 
learning placements, making their workplace environ-
ments physically, mentally, and psychologically unsafe.

Students are concerned that campus employment 
opportunities disproportionately favour domestic stu-
dents and often see international students as ineligible 
candidates, who are also required to obtain study and 
work permits to pursue co-operative learning place-
ments. Certain fields require security clearances that 
are disproportionately difficult for international stu-
dents to receive. In addition, the lack of international 
student support and transition tools during an under-
graduate degree will lead to a lack of retention in the 
place of study. Many international students are also 
unaware of the processes in place to ensure residency 
post-graduation. Students are worried that employers 
are hesitant to hire international students due to finan-
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cial constraints and inaccessible funding.

Unclear and Unfair Post-Graduation Options and 
Outcomes
Students are concerned that micro-credentials are 
not widely accepted and understood by employers 
in some sectors. Furthermore, there is a lack of clarity 
on what micro-credentials entail and how they bring 
value to students. Due to a lack of understanding of 
micro-credential applicability, students may not recog-
nize this as a possible option after graduating. 

Lastly, students are worried that during the pandemic 
youth unemployment disproportionately affected mar-
ginalized groups including international students, In-
digenous Peoples, persons with disabilities, and Black 
youth.

Expanding Experiential Learning Opportunities and 
Compensation
The provincial government should revitalize the Career 
Ready Fund to provide post-secondary institutions 
with funding to increase work-integrated learning 
in disciplines where such opportunities are currently 
lacking. The provincial government should also work 
with the Business and Higher Education Roundtable 
to conduct research and establish best practices on in-
corporating work-integrated learning in the arts and 
humanities, and other fields of study where such op-
portunities are limited.

The provincial government should incentivize employ-
ers to hire co-op students with the option of convert-
ing existing tax credits provided for co-op students 
into upfront grants. The provincial government should 
modify the Co-operative Education Tax Credit so 
that the maximum credit value employers can claim 
equates to 30% of the current average co-op salary. 
Further, the provincial government should decrease 
the minimum co-operative education placement time 
required by the Co-operative Education Tax Credit, 
from 10 weeks to 8 weeks, permitting flexible work 
term eligibility. The provincial government should cre-
ate envelope funding to support the creation of mean-
ingful, relevant co-operative learning opportunities in 
small businesses and not-for-profit organizations. The 
provincial government should also provide envelope 
funding to institutions to support students who wish 
to pursue flexible work terms.

The Ministry of Colleges and Universities should work 
with the Ministry of Labour, Immigration, Training and 
Skills Development to revisit the Employment Stan-
dards Act, and ensure that all internships, that are not 
required for academic accreditation, are guaranteed to 
receive fair compensation. While the Ministry of Col-
leges and Universities addresses the recommendation 
immediately above, they should establish guidelines 
that ensure that students in an unpaid internship 
should not be required to work more than 37.5 hours 
per week for full-time employment, with exceptions 
given to students in careers that necessitate more 
hours. The provincial government should provide en-
velope funding to accreditation bodies for the pur-
poses of hiring and compensating students who must 
complete mandatory placements as regulated by 
these accrediting bodies. In addition, the provincial 
government should provide institutions with envelope 
funding for bursaries for students with mandatory un-
paid work placements to compensate for necessary 
expenditure.

The Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario 
should develop a best practice model on how best uni-
versity co-op/experiential learning centres can prepare 
and inform students of the demands and pressures of 
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their placements. The Council of Ontario Universities 
should develop and distribute guidelines to university 
co-op/experiential learning centres to help them cre-
ate resource packages that inform students on how 
to access wellness resources on campus and during 
out-of-town placements. As well, the provincial gov-
ernment should require university co-op/experiential 
learning centres to partner with employers and estab-
lish a mentoring program for students in work-inte-
grated learning placements. Work-integrated learning 
opportunities should allot time for students to process/
recover from physical and mental health challenges 
related to their placement. Additionally, the provin-
cial government should mandate universities provide 
training on employment law and worker rights prior to 
any work-integrated learning placement. 

The Ministry of Colleges and Universities should pro-
vide faculty incentives to develop meaningful commu-
nity service learning courses. The Council of Ontario 
Universities, Higher Education Quality Council of On-
tario, and Ontario Confederation of University Faculty 
Associations should work together to create a best 
practice model for administering community service 
learning-based courses. The provincial government 
should provide envelope funding to universities to 
provide financial support for necessary expenditures, 
including transportation fees for students to aid their 
access to community partners. The provincial gov-
ernment should also formulate student consultation 
guidelines for community service learning opportuni-
ties.

Strengthening Skills Development and Articulation
The Ministry of Colleges and Universities should reg-
ularly conduct and disseminate research regarding 
projected in-demand skills and jobs to ensure that in-
stitutions can support students with the development 
of these skills.

The Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario 
should collaborate with the Ministry of Colleges and 
Universities to establish a personal financial manage-
ment course credit for undergraduate degrees outside 
of business and math focused programs. Furthermore, 
the Ministry of Colleges and Universities should pro-
vide further incentive for institutions to implement fi-
nancial management teachings for students outside of 
business and math-focused programs.

The Ministry of Colleges and Universities should pro-
vide guidelines for students to learn digital tool training 
prior to entering in their workplace, and should work 
with the Business and Higher Education Roundtable 
to create a framework for digital literacy skills that 
post-secondary institutions can adopt and distribute 
to faculty as they develop learning outcomes.
 
The Ministry of Labour, Immigration, Training and Skills 

Development should provide funding to post-second-
ary institutions to develop programs and workshops 
that build students’ proficiency in interpersonal skills. 
This Ministry should also develop a comprehensive 
framework of expectations and supports in hybrid 
work arrangements that is integrated within post-sec-
ondary institutions’ career support services. 
 
The Ministry of Colleges and Universities should pro-
vide a comprehensive framework for career coaching 
at the post-secondary level that is advertised and 
accessible for students. In addition, the Ministry of 
Colleges and Universities should provide envelope 
funding for post-secondary institutions to expand pro-
gramming for students to receive desired career sup-
port in their given field.

The Ministry of Colleges and Universities should es-
tablish a best practice model that post-secondary in-
stitutions should follow, that outlines how to convey 
the academic, oral, practical, and writing skills ac-
quired through post-secondary education and extra-
curriculars.
 
The provincial government should commission the 
Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario to con-
duct cyclical research on the specific in-demand tech-
nical and non-technical skills employers are seeking 
from university graduates. Consequently, the Minis-
try of Colleges and Universities should use the skills 
research of the Higher Education Quality Council of 
Ontario to disseminate this information accessibly to 
students within their institutions. The Ministry of Col-
leges and Universities along with the Ministry of La-
bour, Immigration, Training and Skills Development 
should require work-integrated learning employers 
various opportunities for students in association with 
their degree.
 
The Ministry of Labour, Immigration, Training and 
Skills Development should provide grants that support 
student entry into the workforce with the tools and re-
sources needed to succeed. 

Enhancing Supports for Entrepreneurship
The provincial government should continue to provide 
envelope funding to create and maintain work-inte-
grated learning programs that focus on innovation and 
cultural change. The provincial government should 
also provide funding for students who require travel 
and living arrangements for their entrepreneurial work 
term placements. The provincial government should 
incentivize partnerships between universities and lo-
cal and regional businesses to establish unique entre-
preneurship opportunities within their industry.

The Ministry of Colleges and Universities should allo-
cate more funding to be able to support students with 
ownership of intellectual property. Additionally, Intel-
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lectual Property Ontario should provide intellectual 
property advice and resources specifically designed 
for post-secondary students pursuing entrepreneur-
ship experiences.

The Ministry of Colleges and Universities should de-
velop best practices and guidelines for post-second-
ary institutions to improve programming and access 
to accelerators, incubators, and spaces for innovation 
specifically for undergraduate student entrepreneurs. 
The provincial government should also provide enve-
lope funding to expand, support, and promote entre-
preneurship opportunities across all disciplines.

Legal Employment Protection for Students
The provincial government should amend the Employ-
ment Standards Act such that students completing 
work placements as a part of their university program 
are entitled to the same rights and protections as On-
tario workers. Further, the Ministry of Colleges and 
Universities should work with the Ministry of Labour, 
Immigration, Training and Skills Development to cre-
ate a guide outlining students’ rights in the workplace. 
The provincial government should mandate post-sec-
ondary institutions to establish a reporting mechanism 
within co-op/experiential learning centres for students 
to disclose experiences of harm and harassment at 
their workplace. Once the above reporting mechanism 
is implemented, the provincial government should 
require these centres to work with the employer to 
address and resolve the incident as stipulated in the 
workplace’s respective violence and harassment pol-
icy.

The provincial government should provide envelope 
funding to post-secondary institutions for the pur-
pose of increasing international student specific em-
ployment opportunities on-campus and should lobby 
the federal government to allow international student 
study permits to authorize co-operative learning op-
portunities. The Higher Education Quality Council of 
Ontario should conduct research about the various 
challenges that interfere with international students 
integrating into the workforce, and should work with 
the government to create a best practice model to 
provide international students with academic, social, 
and cultural support and help them overcome integra-
tion challenges. In addition, the Ministry of Colleges 
and Universities should provide envelope funding to 
institutions to create services that support interna-
tional students in Ontario and ensure post-graduation 
retention. The provincial government should work in 
collaboration with the federal government to stream-
line the visa and permit retention process post-grad-
uation. The provincial government should also lobby 
the federal government to ensure that security clear-
ances are not barriers for international students seek-
ing employment. The provincial government should 
provide envelope funding to co-op employers in order 

to relieve financial constraints in hiring international 
students, and provide transparent information to raise 
awareness of work-integrated learning opportunities 
for international students along with further resources 
for employment.

Clarity and Equity Around Post-Graduation Op-
tions and Outcomes
The Ministry of Colleges and Universities should adapt 
the eCampus micro-credentials framework to pro-
vide a provincial-wide understanding of the purpose 
of micro-credentials as well as provide a recognized 
and standardized framework across Ontario campus-
es. The Ministry of Labour, Immigration, Training and 
Skills Development should identify and research how 
organizations and employers are utilizing micro-cre-
dentials within their recruitment of recently graduat-
ed students. The Ministry of College and Universities 
should also develop educational programs and re-
sources for students to learn about micro-credentials 
including the process of attaining them, as well as the 
costs and benefits.

Lastly, the provincial government should provide tax 
incentives, grants, and social procurement for employ-
ers who offer work-integrated learning opportunities 
for equity-deserving groups. The Ministry of Labour, 
Immigration, Training and Skills Development should 
also work towards developing an Equity, Diversity, and 
Inclusion strategy to recruit and retain marginalized 
students in work-integrated learning.


