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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.

MATURE STUDENTS
Mature students are one population that comprise underrepresented learners at Ontario’s post-secondary 
institutions, but this does not excuse the limited access and supports currently provided to them. Mature 
students deserve a post-secondary experience as rewarding, enjoyable, and fulfilling like those of younger 
students. This must begin by addressing the serious gaps in data collection and lack of a standardized 
definition for mature students, and follow with policy interventions that dismantle the social, financial, 
wellness, academic, and employment barriers they face. This will ensure that mature students can reap 
the benefits of post-secondary in the same ways as younger students, and give them equitable access to 
affordable and high quality education.

Insufficient Data Collection and Inconsistent 
Definitions
There is currently limited research available on 
mature students in Ontario. Current definitions of 
“mature students” and research available on ma-
ture students is inconsistent across institutions. 
A lack of provincial and federal definitions of 
“mature student” leads to confusion of the cate-
gorization of a mature student and supports that 
they might qualify for.

Reduced Sense of Belonging and Social Inte-
gration
Current support services do not provide addi-
tional programs targeted towards the unique 
needs of mature students and   they are often left 
unaware of supports that exist for a multitude of 
reasons, notably due to lack of promotion at both 
the government and institutional level. Conse-
quently, support services provided during busi-
ness hours are inaccessible for mature students 
with employment or personal responsibilities 
during the day. Mature students often struggle to 
fully engage with their peers in class and during 
extracurricular activities because of their differ-
ent life experiences. Few universities provide ori-
entation programming and supports specific to 
mature students. Additionally, most universities 
in Ontario do not have mature student associ-
ations, which makes it challenging for mature 
students to find a sense of community and social 
supports tailored for their needs.

In many instances, the additional personal re-

sponsibilities that mature students often balance 
while pursuing post-secondary education con-
tributes to increased strains on their health and 
wellbeing. Current wellness support programs 
may often primarily target younger students and 
as such may not adequately support the unique 
circumstances of mature students, such as car-
ing for dependents. Mature students may be at 
a higher risk to experience food insecurity due to 
added financial responsibilities, including those 
living with a spouse and/or dependent(s). Fur-
ther, on-campus food banks may not have ade-
quate financial support to maintain infrastructure 
and provide a variety of nutritious foods that also 
cater to the cultural and religious needs of stu-
dents. Post-secondary institutions may not have 
enough mental health support resources to ade-
quately cater to mature students’ needs.

Limited Financial Aid and Support Programs
Current financial aid may not adequately consid-
er the additional expenses incurred by mature 
students, including, but not limited to, those re-
lated to living with a spouse and/or dependent(s). 
The Ontario Student Assistance Program (OSAP) 
currently does not consider personal or spousal 
debt and assets when determining funding el-
igibility, which may result in an inaccurate rep-
resentation of financial resources, and place un-
intended financial burdens on mature students. 
In addition, campus financial aid offices may not 
have the resources to properly increase aware-
ness and accessibility of available financial sup-
port for mature students. Applications for finan-
cial aid can be elaborate and exclusive, creating 
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barriers to accessing financial support for mature 
students who often have limited time and oppor-
tunities to apply. The OSAP definition of “Inde-
pendent Student,” that often includes those who 
fall into OUSA’s definition of mature students, 
is too exclusive and may not accurately reflect 
a students’ financial situation, limiting students’ 
access to financial aid. 

Mature students who have dependents may not 
have access to affordable on-campus housing. 
Traditional style residences are not always con-
ducive for mature students living with partners 
and/or children, and inadequate on-campus res-
idence could result in mature students having to 
accept housing that is not in close proximity to 
campus, increasing commute times and trans-
portation costs. Mature student-specific housing 
options are often more expensive, adding to the 
financial burden of post-secondary education 
and is exacerbated by the fact that part-time 
students do not qualify for OSAP’s Living Allow-
ance.

Women are disproportionately affected by insuf-
ficient caregiver support as they are more likely 
to be mature students with dependents. High 
costs of dependent care and limited financial aid 
programs for students with dependents can pre-
vent many students from accessing affordable 
dependent care. Many on-campus childcare pro-
grams have long or unknown wait times, mak-
ing it difficult for mature students to gain access 
to such programs. Additionally, not all childcare 
facilities have space available for children who 
are funded through municipal subsidy programs. 
OSAP’s childcare weekly allowance provides 
married students with $45/week and sole sup-
port parents with $92/week, although the aver-
age weekly cost of daycare alone can be up to 
$1,774/month, and does not take into account 
if a dependent is disabled, and therefore needs 
specialized (and often more expensive) care. 
Lastly, a lack of options in dependent care can 
leave some mature students with limited or no 
options.

Inaccessible Academic Support and Work-In-
tegrated Learning Opportunities
Many mature students have additional responsi-
bilities outside of studies including but not limit-
ed to professional and caregiver responsibilities, 
and barriers to academic success for mature stu-
dents may lead to higher attrition rates and with-

drawals from academic programs.

Current work-integrated learning services are 
designed to support students who enter uni-
versity right after high school and do not pro-
vide customized or additional programs that are 
targeted towards the unique needs of mature 
students. Further, these programs available to 
post-secondary students may have restrictions 
on previous professional experience, limiting op-
portunities for mature students. Funding oppor-
tunities may lead employers to select younger 
students over mature students for work-inte-
grated learning.

Mature students may experience difficulties 
adapting to new technologies and using digital 
resources, and may face barriers to accessing 
resources and tools to learn how to use dig-
ital resources. Students facing technological 
learning barriers may result in poor academ-
ic performance, attrition, and withdrawal from 
studies. Some courses may require students to 
participate in-person and/or through synchro-
nous learning, making class attendance difficult 
for students with additional professional and/or 
caregiver responsibilities.

Restrictions for Part-Time Students
Many mature students may be limited to part-
time studies due to financial, professional, and/
or caregiving responsibilities, resulting in restric-
tions on course registrations, academic support 
and financial aid programs, and participation in 
work-integrated learning opportunities. In ad-
dition, part-time students currently do not have 
equitable access to financial aid opportunities, 
when compared to full-time students.
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Prioritizing Data Collection and Regulating 
Definitions
The provincial government should task the High-
er Education Quality Council of Ontario (HEQ-
CO) with implementing a standardized method 
of collecting and disseminating research related 
to mature students, including a standardized, 
comprehensive, and equitable definition of “ma-
ture student” across all post-secondary insti-
tutions as part of HEQCO’s 2021-24 research 
plan priorities. The provincial government should 
also direct HEQCO to research the composition 
of mature student enrollments to determine the 
current and most prominent barriers to access, as 
well as areas of success. The provincial govern-
ment should require the Council of Ontario Uni-
versities to expand the data it currently collects 
to include information such as part-time versus 
full-time enrollment, program choices, gradua-
tion rates, caregiver status, etc. and make all data 
concerning mature students public and accessi-
ble through annual reports. In addition, the pro-
vincial government should work with the federal 
government to develop a standardized definition 
of “mature student,” and based on this, should 
also develop a set of guidelines that institutions 
must use when developing their definition of 
“mature student.” The provincial government 
should use the data gathered as a result of HEQ-
CO’s research to make evidence-based decisions 
about mature student support.

Increased Support to Foster a Sense of Be-
longing and Social Integration
The provincial government should provide fund-
ing for the training of support staff and the ex-
pansion of support programs, as well as the 
customization of existing support programs that 
are intended to support specific needs of mature 
students. They should also work with the Coun-
cil of Ontario Universities (COU) to create best 
practice models for supporting mature students, 
which should include a guideline that encourag-
es universities to create support bodies that will 
develop supports, programming, and additional 
orientation solely for mature students. Further, 
the provincial government should offer grants 
that support mature student-specific program-
ming, services, campus-specific enhancement 
projects, and resources, which can be accessed 
by institutions or mature student groups at their 
respective university. The provincial government 

RECOMMENDATIONS and COU should establish best practices for flex-
ible student support models that prioritize off-
peak hour availability, including telephonic and 
virtual meeting consultation options. The Ontario 
University Registrars’ Association, through their 
General Committee on Student Recruitment, 
should work with Ontario’s Universities to ex-
pand the OUInfo guide to include a dedicated 
section for mature student resources.

The provincial government should provide fund-
ing for the expansion of institutional offices that 
oversee student life to establish a department 
for mature students tasked with addressing the 
specific wellness needs of mature students. Ad-
ditionally, the provincial government should de-
velop grant funding for on-campus food banks 
that student unions and institutions may apply to 
for support maintaining food bank infrastructure 
and providing access to a variety of nutritious 
foods.

Expanding Access to Financial Aid and Sup-
port Programs
The provincial government should revert the 
OSAP definition of an independent student from 
being six years out of high school back to four 
years and modify the definition of independent 
student to include those who may have worked 
full-time for two years while also engaging in 
full-time studies for two years. The provincial 
government should also create a grant funding 
stream for post-secondary institutions to devel-
op new financial support programs for mature 
students. Furthermore, the provincial govern-
ment should consider personal and spousal debt 
and assets when calculating a mature student’s 
funding eligibility. The provincial government 
should develop guidelines for best practices for 
institutions when structuring financial aid ap-
plications for mature student specific funding in 
order to reduce the exclusivity of these opportu-
nities and the lengthiness of applications. Lastly, 
the provincial government should assist institu-
tions’ student financial aid offices in providing 
mature students with financial support informa-
tion by funding promotional materials concerning 
mature student-specific financial support oppor-
tunities.
 
The provincial government should provide grant 
funding for post-secondary institutions to devel-
op on-campus housing that, while accessible to 
all students, would give priority to students with 
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dependents. The provincial government should 
work with municipalities to increase the acces-
sibility and affordability of intra-region transpor-
tation, and adjust the OSAP Living Assistance 
such that part-time students are eligible for this 
funding.

The provincial government should re-develop the 
childcare weekly allowance to more accurately 
and consistently reflect the increasing cost of de-
pendent-care, including the often more expensive 
cost of care for dependents with disabilities. The 
provincial government should mandate post-sec-
ondary institutions to clearly outline wait times on 
university childcare webpages, and should work 
with municipalities to ensure that childcare facil-
ities accept subsidy applicants who are enrolled 
in university degree programs. In addition, the 
provincial government should implement $10 a 
day childcare. The provincial government should 
provide funding to post-secondary institutions to 
develop and/or work with local dependent-care 
organizations to provide dependent-care options 
that account for dependents with disabilities 
and/or dependents who are not typically covered 
by existing post-secondary childcare age rang-
es. The provincial government should also man-
date that all post-secondary campuses offer ei-
ther on-campus dependent-care or partner with 
nearby dependent-care organizations to offer 
dependent-care at a reduced cost.

Increasing Opportunities to Academic Sup-
port Programs and Work-Integrated Learning
The provincial government should provide fund-
ing to post-secondary institutions to develop ac-
ademic support programs to ensure success in 
post-secondary studies during and prior to en-
rollment. The provincial government should also 
direct COU to collaborate on determining best 
practices to support the academic success of 
mature students and students with additional re-
sponsibilities, such as caregivers, across institu-
tions by working with industry stakeholders and 
consulting with mature students. Following the 
public release of COU’s best practices to support 
the academic success of mature students, the 
provincial government should mandate post-sec-
ondary institutions engage with and implement 
these supports for mature students. Further, the 
provincial government should provide targeted 
grants to post-secondary institutions to imple-
ment academic supports that are accessible to 
students who may have additional responsibili-

ties outside of traditional operating hours.

The provincial government should provide fund-
ing to Career and Co-op offices to implement 
mature student employment programs, such as 
work-integrated learning, within post-secondary 
institutions, and should also provide addition-
al funding to co-op and internship employers, 
designated for the hiring and compensation of 
mature students, and providing employment op-
portunities, such as work-integrated learning, to 
mature students. The Ministry of Labour, Train-
ing and Skills Development should expand its 
employment programs by creating programs and 
funds that mature students are eligible for.

The provincial government should provide grants 
to technology support offices to develop technol-
ogy training programs and support for students 
across institutions. Additionally, the provincial 
government should provide funding to eCam-
pus Ontario to develop and provide technology 
transition programs and resources for students 
across Ontario as a part of their online resource 
library for learners. The provincial government 
should also provide funding to post-secondary 
institutions to support the implementation of 
more hybrid, remote and asynchronous learning 
opportunities through means such as digital in-
frastructure, technology licenses, or additional 
equipment.

Strengthening Support for Part-Time Stu-
dents
The provincial government should provide fund-
ing to Career and Co-op offices to implement 
part-time mature student employment pro-
grams, such as work-integrated learning, with-
in post-secondary institutions. OSAP should 
remove the maximum weekly funding of the 
Ontario Part-Time Grant of $500 and instead 
determine funding using actual tuition and com-
pulsory ancillary fees as well as student course 
load, in order to better support part-time stu-
dents’ financial obligations. Finally, the provincial 
government should modify the OSAP funding 
formula for part-time students to mirror the for-
mula used for full-time students.


