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The Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance 
is a non-partisan advocacy organization 
that represents the interests of approximately 
150,000 undergraduate and professional, 
full-time and part-time university students at 
eight student associations across Ontario.

POLICY BRIEF: SYSTEM VISION

THE PROBLEM

Lack of Commitment to Differentiation
Students are concerned that differentiation has the 
potential to promote hierarchy, both within and between 
institutions, which can negatively affect the accessibility, 
affordability, and quality of institutions, while also 
devaluing equity of access, diversity of the student 
population, and the student experience. At present, there 
is little data driven evidence utilized by the government 
to measure the success of institutional differentiation via 
the Strategic Mandate Agreements (SMA). Without using 
an evidence-based system of evaluation, the provincial 
government cannot effectively hold institutions to 
account through the SMA model. Furthermore, with the 
differentiation process aiming to eliminate unwanted 
duplication, institutions may deprioritize their less 
established core services. Students also recognize that 
universities and decision makers emulate high status 
institutions, resulting in homogeneous SMAs, with a 
strong tendency toward research as opposed to teaching 
and learning. As such, current funding structures 
disproportionately favour research over teaching 
and learning. Finally, the influence of the provincial 
government in the expansion of experiential learning 
has the capacity to jeopardize institutional autonomy in 
program development and delivery, as well as impose 
more high associated costs and fees, which can inhibit 
student access.

Inefficient Capacity Expansion Policies
OUSA finds that many newly established institutions 
and satellite campuses fail to meet the approval criteria 
outlined in the Major Capacity Expansion Framework, 
and that decreases in domestic undergraduate enrolment 
render some new expansion projects inefficient. Ongoing 
funding gaps at Ontario’s universities have also led to 
deferred maintenance issues, wherein infrastructure needs 

have been ignored or deprioritized to the detriment of the 
student experience and accessibility. As such, institutions 
have not appropriately invested in the maintenance 
of university buildings, resulting in large portions 
approaching inoperable conditions. Nevertheless, the 
province continues to commit large amounts of post-
secondary funding to the construction of new satellite 
campuses and new campus buildings, which often lack 
efficient transit connections, do not have appropriate 
support services, and force students to commute to their 
main campus location to gain access to resources. Finally, 
there are very few university institutions that offer 
entire French-language programming to students, which 
limits Franco-Ontarian access to the post-secondary 
sector. However, if Ontario’s proposed French-language 
university is located ineffectively, its students, reputation 
and long-term sustainability will be jeopardized, while 
also potentially harming the success of existing bilingual 
and Francophone post-secondary institutions.

Non-Sustainable Funding Models
Since 2010, student fees have accounted for over 50% of 
universities’ operating budgets and student contributions 
have continued to increasingly outpace government 
contributions each year. Meanwhile, per-student funding 
in Ontario is the lowest of any Canadian province and 
does not increase with inflation each year, incentivizing 
enrolment growth as a means to supplement operating 
budgets. As such, the cost of providing a high quality 
post-secondary education is rising at an unsustainable 
rate and increased budget pressures can result in 
compromises to quality of education in an effort to 
control costs. Concurrently, some university pension 
plans currently operate under a defined-benefit model, 
which not only drain universities of revenues, but are also 
particularly subject to volatile markets. These policies 
force institutions to rely on operating budgets to fulfill 
obligations while running a significant solvency deficit.

OUSA’s System Vision policy is a broad based look at the structure and function of Ontario’s post-secondary 
system, both in regards to its short-term and long-term development. Throughout the past decade, Ontario has 
seen unprecedented growth in undergraduate enrolment across universities and colleges, successfully achieving 
the highest provincial post-secondary attainment in Canada. However, some of this growth has created issues 
surrounding the accessibility, affordability and quality of education. Students recommend that the province develops 
an effective and balanced funding model, commits to a moderate differentiation policy, promotes sustainable 
capacity expansion, and returns the university sector to one that is publicly funded, as opposed to publicly assisted.
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Disassociated Policy Frameworks
To date, the Ministry of Advanced Education and Skills 
Development (MAESD) has developed the sector’s 
funding formula, the tuition framework and the student 
financial aid program independently of each other. The 
lack of overlap and integration between these various 
frameworks makes it difficult for the Ministry to effectively 
steward the sector’s institutions and improve quality 
and affordability for students, and for post-secondary 
institutions to satisfy the expectations of the government 
and its students.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Pursue Moderate Differentiation
The provincial government should develop a moderate 
system of differentiation by mandating institutions to 
maintain a comprehensive slate of program offerings, 
combined with unique programs, mandates and 
specializations linked to institutional strengths, to the best 
of individual institutional ability. In the implementation 
of a moderate system of differentiation institutions should 
demonstrate, through the SMA, their commitment to 
maintaining equity of access and diversity of the student 
population. Differentiation should also be evaluated 
based on evidence from SMA data-driven report-
backs to identify and evaluate the targeted outcomes of 
differentiation to determine each institution’s efficacy. 

Regardless of how universities are differentiated, the 
core services that they provide cannot be separated. The 
provincial government should develop comprehensive 
performance indicators for core services, while excluding 
the performance of core services from the funding metrics 
in the differentiation process. Furthermore, teaching and 
research are complimentary aspects of postsecondary 
institutions that should be viewed as equally valuable 
and important components of the university mandate. 
The provincial government should establish direct block 
funding for teaching and learning to support universities 
in their mission to educate students, as well as an award 
for teaching excellence to further incentivize  high-quality 
teaching. MAESD should engage in consultation with 
institutions, and students at each institution, to develop 
a baseline standard for experiential learning tailored to 
each academic discipline, as well as provide institutional 
grants to expand experiential learning opportunities 
without raising tuition costs for students.

Promote Efficient Capacity Expansion
The provincial government should only fund new or 
growing universities and campuses that are financially 
sustainable, demonstrate a commitment to accessibility, 
align with differentiation, and will have a positive impact 
on the economy and the student experience. All students 
attending a university satellite campus should have access 
to the same standard of programming, transit resources, 
and core services as their main campus counterparts. 
Furthermore, government funding to address deferred 
maintenance issues at Ontario’s existing universities 

should be given priority over funding approvals for new 
campuses. The provincial government should provide 
guidelines and targeted funding to address ongoing 
deferred maintenance issues at each Ontario university, 
and mandate that any and all campus infrastructure 
updates must surpass the minimum AODA guidelines for 
physical accessibility. 

The provincial government should ensure that Franco-
Ontarian university students are able to access 
comprehensive programming in all fields of study at 
existing publicly funded post-secondary institutions. 
The provincial government should only approve a new 
French-language university if it will directly benefit the 
local economy, offer experiential learning opportunities 
for its students, and align with the Capacity Expansion 
and Differentiation policy frameworks. Finally, the 
Council of Ontario Universities and Colleges Ontario 
should collaborate on a study assessing the impact that a 
new French-language university will have on the financial 
sustainability of existing bilingual and Francophone 
institutions, prior to the approval of the new Francophone 
university. 

Restore Sustainable Funding Models
Students believe that Ontario university budgets should 
be funded by balanced contributions from the provincial 
government, federal government and student tuition, 
with students contributing no more than one-third of 
university operating budgets. The funding formula for 
Ontario’s post-secondary sector should also address the 
needs and priorities of the system with an appropriate 
balance of enrolment-based and performance-based 
funding. As such, the provincial government should 
immediately begin to phase-in an increase of per-student 
operating funding to the weighted national average and 
index the base operating grant to inflation each year. 
Envelope and targeted funding should still be provided 
to institutions, but only as a means of ensuring resources 
meant to improve educational quality are not absorbed 
to support unsustainable cost structures. The provincial 
government should also mandate institutions to articulate 
their plans for balancing the costs of providing higher 
education with revenues as part of the SMA process. 
Finally, the provincial government should implement a 
jointly sponsored pension plan for the post-secondary 
sector’s employees.

Integrate Policy Frameworks
OUSA believes that the Ontario post-secondary sector’s 
various policy frameworks should be part of a cohesive, 
coordinated vision that is made publicly available. 
To implement this integration, the Ministry should 
coordinate the revision process of the university funding 
formula, the tuition framework, and the student financial 
aid program to ensure the affordability of undergraduate 
education and sustainability of institutions. This would 
also promote greater transparency and accountability to 
the government’s post-secondary policies and systems.


