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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.

RESPONDING TO COVID-19
Almost two years into the COVID-19 pandemic, the effects and implications of this global event continue 
to be felt. Ontario’s post-secondary students have and continue to navigate an ever-changing educa-
tional climate with impacts to their quality of learning, academic performance, health and safety, external 
responsibilities, financial aid, and employment. Looking forward to a pandemic recovery while still being 
cautious about the rapidly evolving pandemic situation, students highlight a variety of concerns and offer 
the following recommendations:

Low Quality and Inaccessible Learning
Students learning remotely are not being suffi-
ciently supported in their endeavours for suc-
cess. In particular, international students and 
students with jobs and other personal commit-
ments are restricted by unreasonable timelines 
for accessing content and assessments. Quality 
assurance expectations and standards for online 
content delivery and measurable outcomes are 
inconsistent between institutions. As institutions 
begin a gradual shift away from online learning, 
students who have to miss in-person classes due 
to COVID-19-related precautions and measures 
may not have access to the verbal/oral course 
content on an online platform as they previously 
would have during the pandemic.

Online proctoring and other surveillance or as-
sessment tools used by universities present the 
potential for serious privacy and security con-
cerns for students, including how data is col-
lected, retained, used and shared. Canadian 
and Ontario privacy laws inadequately protect 
students from the risks of proctoring software, 
and as such post-secondary legal compliance 
alone is insufficient to protect students. This is 
especially worrisome since data breaches can, 
do, and have happened. Online proctoring, sur-
veillance, or assessment tools, and unnecessar-
ily complicated assessment requirements act as 
barriers to student success by increasing stress 
and decreasing academic performance. Further, 
these software can present increased barriers for 
racialized students who are often not detected 
by inequitably-developed facial recognition fea-

tures. Ableist requirements that prohibit move-
ment and restrict the use of accommodation aids 
make online proctoring software inaccessible for 
students with disabilities

Many students with disabilities have not had 
their access needs and accommodations met 
or respected during online learning. Students 
who experienced benefits from improved access 
during remote learning without needing to apply 
for specific accommodations (e.g., through acces-
sible course materials, recorded and transcribed 
lecture content, flexible assignment timing and 
deadlines) have expressed concerns about losing 
those supports during a rush to “return to nor-
mal” in-person learning. In this accelerated re-
turn, students with disabilities may be anxious, 
in regards to losing accommodations and/or their 
health and well-being. Additionally, masks may 
negatively impact students with impaired hear-
ing access to education. Students with disabil-
ities may not be aware of funding through the 
Bursary for Students with Disabilities (BSWD) 
and the Canada Student Grant for Services and 
Equipment for Students with Permanent Disabil-
ities (CSG-PDSE) for services and equipment 
they previously accessed on campus. On top of 
this, disabled students who have not received 
a permanent diagnosis are excluded from some 
available accommodations, supports, and finan-
cial aid, despite being disabled at the time of their 
studies.

Students, especially those from lower socioeco-
nomic backgrounds and/or in rural and northern 
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settings, may not have access to reliable internet 
and other technology to support remote learning. 
In addition, Indigenous students are dispropor-
tionately impacted by a lack of equitable access 
to technology which has been crucial for contin-
ued academic engagement during the pandemic. 

wThroughout the COVID-19 pandemic, student 
opportunities for experiential learning have been 
limited or canceled and students have not been 
able to fully benefit from experiential learning 
models. Reduced and limited opportunities for 
experiential learning place low-income students 
at a disadvantage who, unlike higher-income 
students, cannot afford to solely engage in un-
paid work. Further, students in fields requiring 
experiential learning, such as social work or nurs-
ing, cannot graduate and register with their pro-
fessional body without completing a set number 
of placement hours. Students from lower socio-
economic backgrounds may encounter more bar-
riers when trying to access experiential learning 
due to its unpaid nature.

Unclear and Inconsistent Institutional Re-
sponse
The provincial government is not providing 
consistent short and long-term direction for 
post-secondary institutions, leaving institu-
tions to make last-minute decisions relating to 
in-person learning. Current COVID-19 Readi-
ness Plans and Continuity of Education plans 
are not consistent across the province, leaving 
many students in the dark regarding their insti-
tution’s plans for quarantine, outbreak manage-
ment, and other COVID-19-related issues. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has also resulted in late or 
last minute changes to regulation regarding the 
post-secondary sector which disproportionately 
affects students and impacts their ability to make 
informed decisions about their education and fu-
ture

Without accommodations in place, students will 
have to make a choice between safeguarding 
public health and fulfilling their academic duties. 
Consequently, some students may be uncomfort-
able attending classes in-person but are left with 
little to no alternatives. Additionally, students will 
have a difficult time navigating the transition to a 
post-isolation learning environment.

Risks to Student Health and Safety
Students are concerned that post-secondary in-

stitutions may not have an adequate supply of 
COVID-19 tests on campus. Some workplace 
and/or student placement environments, notably 
in health care and education, may put students at 
higher risk of being exposed to COVID-19. Stu-
dents, faculty, and community members who are 
unable to be vaccinated should have access to 
rapid testing.

As campus community members return to 
in-person learning, there are worries that some 
classrooms, buildings, and other campus spaces 
have outdated ventilation systems which could 
help spread COVID-19. In addition, many class-
rooms do not have the physical or technological 
infrastructure to support hybrid learning.

Despite being a primary defense in the spread 
of COVID-19, many post-secondary institutions 
do not have enough supply of effective personal 
protective equipment for every student on cam-
pus on a regular basis. Some post-secondary 
institutions that do not accept cloth or made at 
home personal protective equipment may not 
provide adequate alternatives.

Asian students, particularly Chinese and those 
perceived as Chinese, have experienced in-
creased levels of racism and discrimination 
throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and upon 
returning to campus. There is an upsurge in 
Islamophobia, antisemitism, Xenophobia, an-
ti-Asian racism, and anti-Black racism across 
Canada which leaves many students vulnerable 
to bullying, threatening behaviour, and violence. 
Even so, there is a lack of research on anti-Asian 
racism and Sinophobia, and their effects in both 
post-secondary institutions and wider society. 
“Positive” stereotypes and the model minority 
myth can be used to deny the existence of an-
ti-Asian racism. In addition, due to Western lan-
guage and media surrounding the COVID-19 
pandemic, there has been a sharp increase in 
Sinophobia and anti-Asian racism, particularly 
toward Chinese international students.

Inadequate Mental Health Support
Students are experiencing heightened feelings of 
isolation and stress due to the pandemic. Most 
students may not be aware of mental health sup-
ports available on-campus or online that they can 
access during and post-pandemic to deal with 
associated stressors. Students face barriers to 
accessing off-campus, community-based mental 
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health supports which may be better-equipped 
to address a student’s specific needs or con-
cerns. Further, many on-campus mental health 
supports have multiple week-long waitlists, and 
therefore are not useful for students in crisis. Mar-
ginalized groups face disproportionate barriers 
to accessing mental health services that address 
and reflect specific concerns related to lived ex-
periences. Although a useful tool for some, not all 
students feel supported by generic helplines and/
or online mental health supports.

Lack of Resources of Student Caregivers
Access to provincial caregiver funding and sup-
port can be complicated and time-consuming 
and is not always realistic for student caregiv-
ers. Student caregivers who are now unable to 
relocate due to COVID-19-related caregiving 
responsibilities could be forced to pay to break 
a lease or pay rent on a property they cannot ac-
cess. To add to this, COVID-19 and related pub-
lic safety measures have exacerbated the already 
high cost of caregiving.

Insufficient Financial Aid
Many students are concerned about how to pay 
for, or continue paying for, post-secondary ed-
ucation. Student and parental employment have 
been affected by COVID-19, reducing individ-
uals’ and families’ income and ability to afford 
post-secondary education. Since OSAP looks 
for financial data from the previous fiscal year, it 
may not accurately represent the current needs 
of students. Many students are concerned about 
how they will pay back their student loans due to 
the unstable nature of the employment market. 
Additionally, expected financial contributions in-
cluded in the OSAP calculation do not account for 
economic disruptions that affect the income lev-
el of students and their support systems. OSAP 
currently puts students on probation for drop-
ping over 40 percent of courses, making them in-
eligible for OSAP, even when living costs remain 
the same. OSAP requires students to complete 
their degree within a certain time period; how-
ever, some students may be unable to meet that 
requirement due to COVID-19. Students are also 
worried that they may be unable to afford items 
such as healthy food or safe living conditions as 
a result of the high cost of post-secondary ed-
ucation. Lastly, the 2020-21 clawback by the 
provincial government on their portion of OSAP 
funding counteracts the intended benefits from 
increased federal funding and lessens the finan-

cial resources available for students

Given the rapidly changing nature of the pan-
demic,   students face unforeseen costs when 
campuses close due to COVID-19 outbreaks. In 
the event of a sudden change in course delivery 
format, institutions may have to compromise the 
quality of education they provide to students.
The high cost and unregulated nature of inter-
national tuition, along with a lack of targeted 
financial assistance from the government, acts 
as a barrier for international students to access 
post-secondary education in Ontario. Cuts to the 
post-secondary sector, through reduced operat-
ing budgets and domestic tuition freezes, have 
resulted in an over-dependence on high tuition 
from international students. Pandemic-induced 
barriers on international student participation 
will negatively impact university operating bud-
gets. The current job market also makes it diffi-
cult for international students to gain work expe-
rience and achieve permanent residency.

Lack of Employment Opportunities
The cost of living is beyond student wage stan-
dards and students may face challenges finding 
employment opportunities due to the pandem-
ic. Pandemic economic recovery plans may not 
work to the benefit of all students, particularly 
students from marginalized backgrounds. Fur-
ther, students may face extra costs while adapt-
ing to the modern workforce and recent gradu-
ates may struggle to acquire employment in an 
ever-changing marketplace, requiring more time 
to become employed compared to pre-pandemic 
years.

Skills and Knowledge Gaps in the Secondary 
to Post-Secondary Transition
As a result of education and orientation disrup-
tions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, in-
coming students from secondary schools may 
not have the experience or tools necessary to be 
successful in post-secondary education.
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Ensuring Quality and Increasing Accessibility 
of Online Learning
To proactively ensure that quality of education 
is not compromised, the provincial government 
should require institutions to maintain emer-
gency remote teaching plans that prioritize stu-
dent success. The provincial government should 
match institutional funding towards supporting 
online learning and remote delivery to ensure 
needs are met based on institutional size and 
capacity. Additionally, to increase the accessibil-
ity of online learning, the provincial government 
should mandate post-secondary institutions to 
allow students to complete assessments and ac-
cess academic content for at least 24 hours to 
ensure students are able to complete their stud-
ies around employment, personal commitments 
and employment within reason in their own time 
zone. The provincial government should also 
provide funding to the Ontario University Coun-
cil on Quality Assurance to expand Institutional 
Quality Assurance Processes requirements to in-
clude program delivery criteria for online courses, 
and include an evaluation of online learning in its 
Final Assessment Report. Further, the provincial 
government should provide guidelines to institu-
tional accessibility offices outlining best practices 
to make in-person, oral course content available 
online, like lecture recordings.

To mitigate privacy and security concerns re-
garding online proctoring software, the provin-
cial government should prohibit the use of these 
software in post-secondary institutions to ensure 
students are not unfairly disadvantaged, assess-
ments evaluate student learning fairly, and re-
lated student data is not put at risk. During the 
process of eliminating the use of online proctor-
ing software, the province should also strength-
en its privacy laws as they pertain to students at 
provincial post-secondary institutions to ensure 
data is being adequately secured.

To support the accessibility of post-secondary 
education for disabled students, the provincial 
government should provide specific funding to 
institutions to hire staff and design, implement, 
and maintain online and in-person learning fea-
tures that incorporate the voices of students with 
disabilities to optimize accessibility of online 
learning according to Universal Design for Learn-
ing principles. The provincial government should 

RECOMMENDATIONS also mandate institutional accessibility offices to 
provide explicit post-pandemic directives (in their 
respective policies) on best practices to support 
students who opt for a hybrid model in their ac-
commodation requests, including strategies for 
online outreach. In addition, the provincial gov-
ernment should expand access to and improve 
promotion of the Bursary for Students with Dis-
abilities and the Canada Student Grant for Ser-
vices and Equipment for Students with Perma-
nent Disabilities through the OSAP application 
portal. The provincial government should provide 
post-secondary institutions with envelope fund-
ing to enhance audio equipment in classrooms 
and/or purchase transparent face shields/masks 
to support and facilitate easier access to edu-
cation throughout and beyond the COVID-19 
pandemic for students with impaired hearing. 
The provincial government should amend OSAP 
eligibility requirements to ensure that students 
who have a temporary disability, who are taking 
a reduced course load, are still eligible for full-
time OSAP funding when applying for financial 
assistance.

The provincial government should work with the 
federal government to ensure students, especial-
ly those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, 
in rural and northern settings, and/or in Indige-
nous communities are appropriately prioritized in 
the government’s investments in broadband in-
ternet. Further to this, the provincial government 
should provide increased funding to existing In-
digenous-led skills and trades organizations that 
support Indigenous students’ learning with the 
goal of benefiting culturally relevant programs 
that distribute technology and promote access 
to reliable internet services within existing net-
works. The provincial government should also 
incorporate a Technology Accessibility Grant in 
OSAP funding for students to access technology 
and the internet.

The provincial government should work with On-
tario’s Universities to collect data about the num-
ber of opportunities, enrollment, and graduation 
from programs with placement or co-op terms 
during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
make this data publicly available through Com-
mon University Data Ontario (CUDO). Addition-
ally, the provincial government should contribute 
funds towards the federal government’s Student 
Work Placement Program in 2022 to ensure 
employers continue to have incentives to create 
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paid online and in-person student placements. 
The provincial government should encourage 
post-secondary institutions to prioritize experi-
ential learning opportunities for students whose 
field requires placement to graduate.

Strengthening Communication and Academic 
Support from Institutions
The provincial government, along with local pub-
lic health units, should provide clear and easily 
accessible directives that outline under which 
conditions universities may reopen to in-person 
learning following an outbreak. The provincial 
government should mandate post-secondary 
institutions to make COVID-19 Readiness Plans 
public and easily accessible by students, and 
should also provide clear and more detailed cri-
teria that institutions must include in their Conti-
nuity of Education Plans.

To best support students’ academic efforts 
during the pandemic, the Ministry of Colleges 
and Universities (MCU) should mandate univer-
sities to include COVID-19 specific accommo-
dations in their Continuity of Education plans 
and pre-existing academic accommodations 
policies. Additionally, the MCU should develop 
best practices that provide guidance to post-sec-
ondary institutions on how to handle COVID-19 
specific academic accommodations. The provin-
cial government should also provide funding to 
eCampusOntario to support hyflex classrooms at 
post-secondary institutions.

Protecting Student Health and Safety
The provincial government should increase fund-
ing for institutions to purchase and complete 
rapid antigen tests on behalf of students who re-
quest it. The provincial government should fund 
post-secondary institutions in order to provide 
free testing to all students, particularly those 
working and/or studying in high-risk environ-
ments.

In addition, the provincial government should 
provide funding and infrastructure support for in-
stitutions servicing their classrooms to minimize 
and limit the spread of COVID-19. The provincial 
government should provide funding to increase 
the capability of learning spaces to support the 
facilitation of hybrid learning, including online 
and in-person components.

To support compliance with public health mea-

sures, the provincial government should provide 
direct funding for personal protective equipment 
for post-secondary institutions to purchase and 
distribute to all students who need it on cam-
pus. The provincial government, in collabora-
tion with the COVID-19 Science Advisory Table, 
should provide a specific and publicly available 
framework to determine what personal protec-
tive equipment is acceptable in post-secondary 
settings.

Given that racism jeopardizes the safety of stu-
dents on campus, the provincial government 
should provide adequate funding for post-sec-
ondary institutions to provide mandatory train-
ing using trauma-informed and evidence-based 
methods for faculty and student-facing staff on 
anti-racism, particularly anti-Asian racism, that 
reflects lived experiences in order to enhance 
cultural sensitivity and promote positive class-
room experiences for all students. To further sup-
port this, the provincial government should man-
date that post-secondary institutions establish 
and maintain trauma-informed and anonymous 
reporting mechanisms available for all students 
who experience discrimination in post-sec-
ondary institutions. The provincial government 
should mandate post-secondary institutions to 
develop, in consultation with experts and stu-
dents, specific anti-racism policies that include 
(but are not limited to) appeals processes and 
timelines for reporting mechanisms. The provin-
cial government should also task the Higher Edu-
cation Quality Council of Ontario with conducting 
research on racism towards Asian communities 
and its effects in post-secondary institutions, and 
should use this research to create best practices 
to inform institutional responses and policies to 
address racial discrimination on post-secondary 
institutions.

Enhancing Mental Health Support
The provincial government should ensure men-
tal health organizations are aware of the bene-
fits and ways to promote their services on the 
Wellness Together Canada portal. The provincial 
government should earmark funding for mental 
health services that are culturally relevant and 
inclusive of diverse gender and sexual orienta-
tions that are reflective of diverse experiences 
on post-secondary campuses. Additionally, the 
provincial government should contribute fund-
ing to expand and enhance mental wellness and 
belonging supports as well as programming on 
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post-secondary campuses to ensure students 
can access services in a timely manner. The pro-
vincial government should use a multi-ministeri-
al approach to provide directives, infrastructure, 
and funding, where needed, to address barriers 
to accessing off-campus mental health supports 
and work toward a whole-of-community ap-
proach for mental health care.

Comprehensive Supports for Student Caregiv-
ers
To ensure student caregivers are sufficient-
ly supported as they navigate their various re-
sponsibilities, the provincial government should 
amend the Residential Tenancies Act to make 
it easier for caregivers to end a tenancy early if 
they have moved or are unable to return to their 
unit due to changing caregiving responsibilities. 
The provincial government should also develop 
an emergency grant for students with caregiver 
responsibilities in order to subsidize the cost of 
care. The provincial government should develop 
a centralized resource database and application 
website that allows students to apply to all eligi-
ble provincial funding at once.

Adjusting OSAP Calculations and Internation-
al Tuition Models
Given that post-secondary affordability contin-
ues to be a primary concern for students, the 
provincial government should increase grants 
through OSAP for students who need additional 
financial assistance to start or continue post-sec-
ondary education. The provincial government 
should review its student financial aid to assess 
opportunities for temporary spending to stu-
dents with greater net financial need. The provin-
cial government should implement a moratorium 
on OSAP loan repayments and interest accrual, 
lasting a minimum of 2 years after graduation. 
The provincial government should lower the rate 
of interest accrual on OSAP loans to the govern-
ment’s borrowing rate, the prime interest rate, or 
an average inflationary adjustment, whichever is 
lowest; after a minimum 2 year moratorium. The 
provincial government should eliminate expected 
parental and spousal contributions in the OSAP 
loan calculation to ensure students have the fi-
nancial support to return to post-secondary ed-
ucation. The provincial government should sus-
pend OSAP probation based on the withdrawal 
from courses for a minimum of 2 years, pending 
review of the pandemic and post-secondary 
education system. The provincial government 

should suspend OSAP time limitations for a min-
imum of 2 years, pending review of the pandem-
ic and post-secondary education. In addition, the 
provincial government should develop a Student 
Benefits Package for students who demonstrate 
financial need throughout the school year. The 
provincial government should reinvest any sav-
ings generated by federal investments back into 
OSAP to enhance student financial aid. The pro-
vincial government should create an emergen-
cy grant for students experiencing extenuating 
circumstances caused by COVID-19, alongside 
employment and OSAP supports.

Considering the losses in quality of education 
due to online learning, the provincial government 
should implement, and fund, a tuition rebate fund 
for students in the event of a campus closure due 
to rising COVID-19 cases.

To prevent universities from using international 
student tuition to address COVID-19- related 
shortfalls, the provincial government should reg-
ulate international tuition at a maximum increase 
of 5 percent per year and in-cohort increases at a 
maximum of 3 percent per year to avoid pandem-
ic-driven tuition hikes. The provincial government 
should also increase operating funding directed 
to institutions to assist in making up shortfalls as 
a result of the domestic tuition freeze and oper-
ating budget cuts so that international students 
are not unduly burdened with these costs. The 
provincial government should establish, in its 
Tuition Fee Framework and Ancillary Fee Guide-
lines, an international student tuition set-aside at 
the same 10 percent rate as the domestic set-
aside, with funds raised directed specifically to 
needs-based financial aid for international stu-
dents. Further, the Ministry of Labour, Training 
and Skills Development should lobby the Minis-
try of Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship to 
reinstate the removal of the 20 hour per week 
work limit for international students working in 
essential and non-essential services.

Increasing Employment Opportunities
Recognizing the fact that many students hold 
minimum wage employment, the provincial gov-
ernment should increase the student, liquor serv-
er, and general minimum wage. The provincial 
government should create a program similar to 
the Canada Emergency Student Benefit to sup-
port students searching for opportunities. The 
provincial government should also implement 
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a subsidy program for workplaces hiring recent 
graduates regardless of age within 24 months of 
their graduation, and for workplaces hiring un-
dergraduate co-op students studying within that 
industry.

Supporting Students in Their Post-Secondary 
Transition
The provincial government should provide grant 
funding to post-secondary institutions to develop 
and support supplemental academic programing 
for incoming secondary school and second year 
students.


