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▪ The Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario (HEQCO) retained Ipsos to conduct 
research that evaluates the impact of the Ontario Student Assistance Program’s 
(OSAP) transformation on student and parent perceptions of post-secondary 
education (PSE) affordability. 

Background

▪ Research Questions:

• How accurately do high school students and their parents perceive the costs of 
attending postsecondary education?

• Are high school students and their parents aware of available OSAP financial 
assistance? 

• How do perceptions of costs and financing impact belief that PSE is affordable? 
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Methodology

8 focus groups
across Ontario among Parents and Highschool Students (Fall 2017)

Online survey of n=1,209
Ontarians conducted via the Ipsos panel and non-panel sources

Fielded in February, 2018

n=605 current Ontario high school students 
n=604 parents of current Ontario high school students

Considered accurate to within +/- 4.5 percentage points for each group
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Detailed 
Findings
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How well do parents and 
students understand PSE 
costs? 


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One quarter (24%) of students, and one in three (33%) 
parents aren’t confident that they could afford PSE.

Q3b. How confident are you that you can afford post-secondary education [if parent: for your child]? 
Base: Total Answering. Parents (n=604); Students (n=605)

24%

24%

43%

52%

20%

19%

13%

5%

PARENTS

STUDENTS

   Very confident    Somewhat confident    Not very confident    Not at all confident

CONFIDENT
(NET)

67%

76%
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Those in lower-income households are much less 
confident that they could afford PSE. 

Q3b. How confident are you that you can afford post-secondary education [if parent: for your child]? 
Base: Total Answering. Parents (n=604); Students (n=605)

TOTAL INCOME

CONFIDENT (NET)
Less than

60K
60K

or more
Base: Total Answering 604/605 302/300 302/305

PARENTS 67% 58% 76%
STUDENTS 76% 67% 84%
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Those in lower-income homes are not as likely to continue 
with PSE. 

Q1a. How likely is it that [if student: you; if parent: your child] will go on to post-secondary education?
Base: Total Answering. Parents (n=604); Students (n=605)

TOTAL INCOME

VERY LIKELY
Less than

60K
60K

or more
Base: Total Answering 604/605 302/300 302/305

PARENTS 67% 62% 72% 
STUDENTS 76% 70% 82%
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Among lower-income households, one in three believe 
they can’t afford a 4-year university degree, even with a 
loan or financing. 

Q9.  Given your family’s present financial situation, how would you rate you and your family’s ability to afford the costs of the following programs for [if 
student: yourself; if parent: your child]. Base: Total Answering. Parents (n=604); Students (n=605)

TOTAL INCOME

CAN’T AFFORD EVEN WITH A LOAN 
OR OTHER FINANCING

Less 
than
60K

60K
or more

Base: Total Answering 604/605 302/300 302/305
A V W

A 4-year university degree at $X in 
total for tuition, books and living 
expense

PARENTS 26% 36% W 17%

STUDENTS 22% 31% W 13%
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Both parents and students have a reasonably-accurate 
assessment of what a year at university costs: ~$24K

Q4u. Thinking about a typical year of study in a full-time university program in Ontario, what do you think is the cost of the following for a single year:
Base: Total Answering. Parents (n=604); Students (n=605)

UNIVERSITY
TUITION AND FEES

BOOKS AND 
SUPPLIES

ACCOMMODATION 
TO LIVE AWAY 
FROM HOME

TRANSPORTATION 
TO AND FROM 

SCHOOL

TRANSPORTATION 
FOR VISITS BACK 

HOME

Mean:

PARENTS $9,956.0 $1,796.0 $5,663.7 $940.4 $742.3
STUDENTS $10,268.8 $1,710.3 $5,734.7 $802.4 $780.9

$

FOOD AND DRINK CLOTHING ENTERTAINMENT
MISCELLANEOUS 

EXPENSES
TOTAL AVERAGE 
COST PER YEAR

Mean:

PARENTS $2,395.5 $788.0 $885.0 $1,227.1 $24,394.0
STUDENTS $2,377.0 $879.9 $794.9 $1,062.5 $24,411.4
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Are Students and Parents 
Aware of OSAP?


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Many students and parents are not able to identify these 
terms, particularly “grant” and “bursary”.

Loan

Grant

Bursary

Scholarship

Interest

Repayment terms

PARENTS STUDENTS

26%

52%

59%

32%

34%

36%

23%

42%

56%

25%

32%

35%

Q11d. Please match the following terms with the most appropriate definition. Base: Total Answering. Parents (n=604) , Students (n=605)

% WRONG ANSWERS
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Higher income households are more likely to know of 
OSAP, unaided – especially among parents. 

Q12. What is the name of the program in Ontario that provides prospective and current students with financial aid to help them with financing their 
studies at colleges and universities?  Base: Total Answering. Parents (n=604); Students (n=605)

TOTAL INCOME

OSAP
Less than

60K
60K

or more
Base: Total Answering 604/605 302/300 302/305

PARENTS 76% 68% 83% V

STUDENTS 68% 66% 70%
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Half (50%) of parents failed a T/F quiz about OSAP.

Q25. Based on your understanding of OSAP (Ontario Student Assistance Program), please indicate whether you believe each of the following to be true 
or false. Base: Total Answering. Parents (n=586)

13%

78%

52%

28%

69%

32%

42%

65%

40%

28%

34%

12%

38%

20%

20%

71%

6%

10%

23%

8%

34%

18%

11%

27%

38%

14%

71%

9%

54%

51%

16%

15%

37%

49%

24%

34%

41%

23%

33%

34%

53%

17%

53%

26%

29%

College and university tuition in Ontario are about the same cost.

OSAP funding can help cover the cost of books and other living expenses, not just tuition.

There is free tuition available through OSAP for those who qualify.

OSAP is available to students whose household earns up to $150,000 a year.

OSAP can consist of both grants (free money) and loans.

Applying for OSAP can be done online only.

OSAP applications must be submitted 6 mths before college or university program begins.

A student must study in Ontario in order to be eligible for OSAP.

Min. grade avg while studying at college/university must be maintained to keep OSAP funding.

Min.  grade avg while studying in HS must be achieved to initially qualify for OSAP funding.

Extra funding avail from OSAP for students who are 1st in family to attend college/university.

You are required to begin repaying OSAP while still studying at college or university.

You can repay OSAP over a period of up to 14.5 years.

Interest starts to accumulate on an OSAP loan as soon as you receive funding.

If you qualify for OSAP, you must pay school’s tuition up front and then OSAP pays you back.

True False Don’t know

Pass:

50%

Fail: 

50%

= correct answer
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A majority (57%) of students failed the same quiz.

Q25. Based on your understanding of OSAP (Ontario Student Assistance Program), please indicate whether you believe each of the following to be true 
or false. Base: Total Answering. Students (n=566)

16%

78%

57%

36%

68%

34%

49%

67%

47%

37%

37%

16%

45%

30%

24%

70%

8%

12%

20%

10%

33%

15%

10%

21%

30%

17%

65%

10%

45%

40%

14%

14%

31%

44%

22%

33%

36%

22%

32%

34%

47%

19%

45%

26%

36%

College and university tuition in Ontario are about the same cost.

OSAP funding can help cover the cost of books and other living expenses, not just tuition.

There is free tuition available through OSAP for those who qualify.

OSAP is available to students whose household earns up to $150,000 a year.

OSAP can consist of both grants (free money) and loans.

Applying for OSAP can be done online only.

OSAP applications must be submitted 6 mths before college or university program begins.

A student must study in Ontario in order to be eligible for OSAP.

Min. grade avg while studying at college/university must be maintained to keep OSAP funding.

Min.  grade avg while studying in HS must be achieved to initially qualify for OSAP funding.

Extra funding avail from OSAP for students who are 1st in family to attend college/university.

You are required to begin repaying OSAP while still studying at college or university.

You can repay OSAP over a period of up to 14.5 years.

Interest starts to accumulate on an OSAP loan as soon as you receive funding.

If you qualify for OSAP, you must pay school’s tuition up front and then OSAP pays you back.

True False Don’t know

Pass:

43%

Fail: 

57%

= correct answer
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How do perceptions of costs 
and financing impact belief 
that PSE is affordable?


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More accurate knowledge of OSAP is linked to parents 
being more likely to recommend OSAP to their children, 
and the belief among students that they can afford PSE

OSAP KNOWLEDGE

Good 
(Pass)

Poor
(Fail)

M N

PARENTS 65% N 48%

RECOMMEND OSAP 
TO CHILD

OSAP KNOWLEDGE

Good
(Pass)

Poor
(Fail)

M N

STUDENTS 81% N 72%

CONFIDENCE THEY 
CAN AFFORD PSE
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51%
41%

8%

Nearly one half of parents and students aren’t sure or 
believe they wouldn’t qualify for OSAP. Even among lower 
income households, there is uncertainty. 

Q28. Based on your family’s present financial situation, do you believe that [if student: you; if parent: your child] would qualify for OSAP?
Base: Total Answering. Parents (n=604); Students (n=605)

51%
41%

8% Yes

Maybe – I don’t 
know for sure

No

PARENTS STUDENTS
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Parents in lower-income households believe that only 38% 
of OSAP funding would be a grant. Students results are 
similar. 

Q29. What percentage of OSAP do you believe would be a loan, and what percentage do you believe would be a grant (free money)?
Base: Total Answering. Parents (n=554)

4%

8%

18%

17%

50%

28%

25%

18%

7%

7%

1%-24%

25%-49%

50%

51%-74%

75%+

% LOAN, to be repaid with interest

% GRANT, not to be repaid

68%

32%

MEAN

By household income:
Less than 60K: 37.6%
60K or more: 26.2%

By household income:
Less than 60K: 62.4%
60K or more: 73.8%
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Perceptions of PSE costs 
are reasonably accurate. 
The issue is more about 
perceived affordability 
than knowledge of costs. 

Understanding of OSAP is 
not strong. Increased 
understanding is linked to 
improving key outcomes, 
such as propensity to study 
at a PSE.   

Those with greater knowledge 
of OSAP are more confident in 
their ability to afford PSE; those 
who believe they can afford it 
are more likely to say they’ll 
study at a post-secondary level.

Many do not believe that PSE 
is affordable, and in many 
cases access to financing 
doesn’t change that belief, as 
most believe the bulk of 
funding consists of loans, 
regardless of HH income. 

20

Conclusions
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