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Mandated Leave Policies in the Context of Student 
Mental Health Challenges at Canadian Universities: 

A Framework Analysis

Abstract
Although there is increased attention to the mental health needs of university students, far less attention has been given to mental 
health-related university policies. Many Canadian public universities have mandated leave policies that specify the conditions under 
which a student may be required to take a leave of absence from university. The purpose of the current study was to conduct an 
in-depth analysis of current mandated leave policies in public Canadian English-speaking universities. Applied framework analysis 
methodology was used to examine the approaches to balancing the needs of students experiencing mental health challenges and 
providing a safe environment on campus. Three primary themes regarding mandated leave policies were identified, including (a) 
approaches for addressing mental health concerns, (b) balancing the needs of the student with the needs of the institution, and (c) 
guidelines, standards, and quality assurance. Implications for mandated leave policies and approaches to students experiencing 
mental health challenges are discussed.
Keywords: emerging adults, Canadian universities, university students, mandatory leave, mental health, policy 

Résumé
Bien que l’on s’intéresse de plus en plus aux besoins des étudiants universitaires en matière de santé mentale, on a accordé moins 
d’attention aux politiques universitaires relatives à la santé mentale. De nombreuses universités publiques canadiennes ont des 
politiques de congé obligatoire qui précisent les conditions dans lesquelles un étudiant doit prendre un congé de l’université. L’ob-
jectif de la présente étude est d’analyser les politiques actuelles de congé obligatoire dans les universités publiques canadiennes 
anglophones. Une méthodologie d’analyse de cadre appliquée a été utilisée pour examiner les approches visant à trouver un 
équilibre entre les besoins des étudiants ayant des problèmes de santé mentale et la nécessité de fournir un environnement sûr sur le 
campus. Trois thèmes principaux ressortent concernant les politiques en matière de congés obligatoires, soit (a) les approches pour 
répondre aux problèmes de santé mentale, (b) l’équilibre entre les besoins de l’étudiant et les besoins de l’université, et (c) les lignes 
directrices, les normes et l’assurance de la qualité. Les implications pour les politiques de congé obligatoire et les approches auprès 
des étudiants ayant des problèmes de santé mentale sont discutées.
Mots-clés : jeunes adultes, universités canadiennes, étudiants universitaires, congé obligatoire, santé mentale, politiques 

Introduction
Post-secondary students who live with mental health issues 
experience multiple challenges in university environments, 

including non-completion of their studies or degree. These 
students are disproportionately affected by university pol-
icies that encourage premature or involuntary exits from 
their course of study. Mandated leave policies aimed at stu-
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dents with mental health concerns have recently received 
increased attention (Addison, 2019; The Canadian Press, 
2018), with little understanding of their effects. This gap in 
knowledge exists at a time when universities are struggling 
to create fair and reasonable policies to support and ac-
commodate students with mental health issues while also 
ensuring safety on campus. Furthermore, as universities 
turn their attention to Equity, Diversity, Inclusion, and Indig-
enization (EDII), there is a need to ensure that policies pro-
vide equitable access to those who have been traditionally 
and systematically disadvantaged, including those who are 
most impacted by mandated leave policies. To explore this 
critical area, we conducted a review of existing mandated 
leave policies from 11 English-speaking universities across 
five Canadian provinces utilizing an applied policy frame-
work. The goal of this study was to examine the following 
research questions: (a) What are the common elements of 
mandated leave policies within Canadian universities? and 
(b) How do mandated leave policies address the needs of 
students experiencing mental health challenges while also 
protecting the interests of the university? 

Background
Over the past 30 years, enrolments in post-secondary edu-
cation have increased dramatically (Usher, 2018). In Can-
ada, over two million people attend college or university. 
Globally, Canadian young adults (ages 25–34) are among 
the most educated (Organisation for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development [OECD], 2019), and most Canadi-
ans aged 18–29 are currently enrolled in post-secondary 
studies (Statistics Canada, 2020). A college or university 
education is increasingly considered a prerequisite for sta-
ble employment (Frank et al., 2015; OECD, 2019). Although 
individuals with major mental health concerns were histor-
ically excluded from universities (Kessler et al., 1995), 
the increasing rates of mental health issues on university 
campuses and reports of greater utilization of counselling 
services by students with serious mental health concerns 
suggests that this has changed over time (for a review, 
see Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010). Indeed, rates of depression, 
anxiety, and thoughts of suicide are increasing among uni-
versity students (Lipson et al., 2019; Oswalt et al., 2020). 
For example, when Canadian students were asked about 
their well-being in the past 30 days, 68.5% reported feeling 
overwhelmed by all the things they had to do, 51.0% felt very 
sad, 45.6% felt overwhelming anxiety, 39.0% felt things 
were hopeless, and 30.4% felt so depressed it was difficult 

to function (American College Health Association, 2019). 
Research has also revealed that there has been a rapid rise 
in the use of psychological services on university campus-
es in Canada (Ng & Padjen, 2019), and institutions across 
Canada are struggling to meet this growing demand (De 
Somma et al., 2017).  Importantly, there has been increas-
ing recognition of the rights of students living with mental 
health concerns, which has resulted in greater levels of at-
tendance of these individuals at post-secondary institutions 
(see Pedrelli et al., 2015).

Although it is well established that significant changes 
in service delivery are required to better address mental 
health issues on campus, far less attention has been paid to 
mandated leave policies that impact these students. Many 
Canadian universities have policies that mandate students 
with a mental health issue to withdraw from their program 
of study under certain conditions. For example, in 2018, the 
Governing Council of the University of Toronto established a 
Mandated Leave of Absence Policy, allowing the university 
to place a student on an involuntary leave of absence from 
the university in the event of a mental health crisis where the 
student has declined to accept accommodations, or these 
accommodations have not been successful (University of 
Toronto, 2018). The policy was developed, in part, to pro-
vide students with a non-punitive option when mental health 
issues interfere with student safety, and in response to a 
2014–15 report that outlined the need for university policies 
that would be imposed when accommodative approaches 
have proven unsuccessful (University of Toronto, 2015), but 
it has sparked controversy regarding the rights of students 
with mental health concerns (Banares, 2019; Senel, 2021). 
Other universities in Canada have faced similar issues after 
developing and attempting to implement mandated leave 
policies. McGill University released a draft of their policy in 
September of 2019 only to revoke the policy shortly there-
after due to protest from student groups who opposed the 
lack of student input on the policy and possible impacts on 
students who might resist accessing services due to fears 
of being removed from campus (Addison, 2019; Popple, 
2019). Interestingly, although many other Canadian univer-
sities have mandated leave policies that are applied in the 
context of student mental health challenges, few have gar-
nered the same attention as the University of Toronto policy, 
likely due to its emergence during a time of increased at-
tention to the mental health needs of students on university 
campuses. 

One of the major concerns regarding mandated leave 
policies is the extent to which they present a barrier to 
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students seeking campus mental health services. Stig-
ma among students with mental health issues is already a 
significant barrier to help-seeking (Eisenberg et al., 2011). 
There is concern that mandated leave policies will further 
limit disclosures (Appelbaum, 2006; Mezey, 2021) and 
exacerbate mental health concerns for students who fear 
the repercussions of a mandated leave (Miller, 2016). In 
addition, there are concerns that these policies reflect hu-
man rights violations in that they exclude those with mental 
health concerns from active participation in systems of ed-
ucation (Dickerson, 2007). Among the recommendations 
from the recent report of the University of Toronto Task 
Force on Mental Health is the need for ongoing dialogue 
about the policy and continued review and evaluation of its 
impacts (University of Toronto, 2020). Generally, mandat-
ed leave policies overlook the continuum of mental health 
and instead categorize students as either mentally healthy 
or mentally ill, thus undermining that there are often varying 
degrees of mental health and wellness. 

This lack of information is a major limitation for under-
standing the potential impact of these policies. For some 
students, discontinuing their studies may provide an op-
portunity to focus on their mental health and recovery.  For 
others, involuntary discontinuation reflects an education 
system that has not met their needs (Thompson-Ebanks, 
2017). Students may experience increased shame and 
stigma (James & Graham, 2010), and are left without a 
critical credential that has been increasingly recognized as 
essential for accessing greater opportunities in an already 
precarious labour market (OECD, 2019). Furthermore, for 
some students, leaving the university context may remove 
an important mental health resource, where the routine of 
daily class attendance and availability of social and mental 
health supports are important sources of coping. Although 
mandated leave policies are seldom implemented (e.g., 
eight students were impacted by the mandated leave policy 
at the University of Toronto in 2018–19; University of Toron-
to, 2020), their impact is significant for both those who fall 
under the purview of these policies and those who are living 
with mental health issues and may question whether dis-
closing their concerns or accessing university services may 
have the unintended consequence of triggering a mandated 
leave. Additionally, mental health related mandated leave 
policies are situated within a university’s mental health 
framework and therefore contribute to the campus culture 
around mental health (De Somma et al., 2017). Some have 
argued for student-focused policies that prioritize the rights 
of the student, whereas others highlight the need to protect 

the university both in terms of liability and the safety and 
well-being of other students on campus (Levin, 2007).  To 
date, however, it is unclear whether mandated leave poli-
cies effectively manage these somewhat competing inter-
ests. 

In summary, although it is well established that mental 
health issues have increased among university students 
and that university policies around mental health issues 
contribute to the mental health culture within post-second-
ary institutions, university policies that have a direct and 
critical impact on students with mental health issues have 
received almost no attention in the research. Thus, the pur-
pose of the current study is to conduct an in-depth analysis 
of current mandated leave policies within Canadian univer-
sities.

Method

Research Design and Overview 
Because the researchers were attempting to make sense of 
policy as it pertains to students with mental health concerns, 
the current study used a social constructionist epistemolo-
gy which refers to the construction of the social and psycho-
logical worlds based on social processes and interactions 
(Young & Collin, 2004). The current study used framework 
analysis, which can be used to analyze qualitive data col-
lected through policy search or review (Furber, 2010). This 
approach is matrix-based (Smith & Firth 2011; Spencer et 
al., 2014) and facilitates the management and mapping of 
data (Gale et al., 2013). 

Participants and Procedures
A total of 94 English-speaking Canadian university public 
policies were reviewed with attention to involuntary leave in 
the context of mental health challenges. As a first step to-
ward finding policies, a list of search terms was developed 
by the research team (e.g., “involuntary leave and student 
mental health,” “mandated leave policy,” “postsecondary 
involuntary leave and mental health,” “leave policy and 
mental health crisis,” “involuntary mental health crisis”). 
We then searched specifically for academic withdrawal in 
university regulations, policies, and codes of conduct that 
were written in English and available on the websites of Ca-
nadian public universities. We reviewed these documents 
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and identified all policies that referred to mandated or invol-
untary leaves of absence due to mental health difficulties. 
In total, 11 universities had policies that met these criteria. 

To ensure that we did not overlook any university where 
the policy was not available online, we sent emails to the 
relevant universities seeking clarification on whether they 
had a mandated leave policy. Fifty-one universities were 
contacted; 26 did not respond, 23 responded that they did 
not have a relevant policy, and two confirmed information 
about their policies. The final sample consisted of 11 En-
glish-speaking publicly funded universities across five Ca-
nadian provinces. Characteristics of the sample universities 
are presented in Table 1. Among the 11 universities, eight 
institutions had a standalone policy, and three universities 
had a policy within another policy (e.g., academic code of 
conduct, academic regulation). 

Analytic Strategy 
We used the principles of framework analysis to inductive-
ly establish a thematic framework to capture the key areas 
addressed by the policy documents. Framework analysis 
is often used in applied policy research and is meant to in-
fluence policy by facilitating actionable outcomes (Ritchie 
& Spencer, 1994). Embedded within this approach is the 

formation of a thematic framework that allows researchers 
to label, classify, and organize data using themes and con-
cepts (Ritchie & Spencer, 2002). The data analysis follows 
a series of five stages. 

In the first stage, familiarization, we immersed our-
selves in the data by reviewing all the involuntary leave 
policies, noting key ideas and categories, and beginning 
the process of abstraction and conceptualization. All four 
members of the research team focused on one involuntary 
leave policy, making note of their observations, and then 
met to discuss ideas that were emerging and document 
similarities and differences. There was a special consider-
ation for gaps in the policies, with specific reference to how 
the policy supported—or did not support—student mental 
health. Subsequently, three members of the team reviewed 
five involuntary leave policies, paying attention to key ideas 
and recurrent concepts. 

The second stage involved identifying a thematic 
framework based on the major research questions (i.e., 
What are the common elements of mandated leave poli-
cies within Canadian universities? How do mandated leave 
policies address the needs of students experiencing mental 
health challenges while also protecting the interests of the 
university?), and broad ideas arising from patterns in the 
data (e.g., student advocacy). This resulted in 15 major cat-

Table 1
 
Characteristics of the Universities with Mandated or Involuntary Leave Policies

ID Province Urban/Rural Approximate Number of 
Students

Standalone Policy

UN001 Quebec U 46,260 Yes
UN002 Ontario U 36,404 No
UN003 New Brunswick R 2,250 Yes
UN004 Alberta U 31,951 Yes
UN005 Ontario U 23,052 Yes
UN006 Ontario U 62,864 Yes
UN007 Manitoba U 9,419 No
UN008 Ontario U 16,321 Yes
UN009 British Columbia U 6,4807 Yes
UN010 New Brunswick U 1,951 Yes
UN011 Ontario U 11,079 No
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egories that the researchers used to code the data. Criteria 
for each code were developed, and consensus was reached 
among the team regarding the concepts and criteria. Using 
NVivo, two members of the team then coded one policy to 
further test the reliability of the thematic framework. 

Stage three focused on indexing, where the team ap-
plied the framework to all the policies in the dataset, report-
ed any discrepancies, and discussed any additions or de-
letions due to conceptual overlap. The same two members 
of the team indexed all 11 policies, achieving a percentage 
agreement of 77% to 100% across the policies and the cate-
gories. At the fourth stage, charting, the same two members 
of the team charted the data by developing a framework 
matrix in NVivo. The indexed sections were imported into 
the matrix, and summaries were created for each category 
and university. The two team members reviewed each oth-
er’s summaries, and the lead author reviewed all summa-
ries collectively in NVivo. Finally, we engaged in mapping 
and interpretation of the data, which consisted of pulling 
together key characteristics and interpreting the dataset. 
The mapping and interpretation of the data resulted in three 
major themes, and the preliminary results were presented 
at a lab meeting for discussion and feedback, after which 
the second author reviewed the results.

Methodological Integrity 
We discussed methodological integrity with attention to the 
American Psychological Association’s standard for quali-
tative research involving integrity, fidelity, and utility (Levitt 
et al., 2018). The findings of the present study have been 
grounded in evidence from the policies as excerpts were 
used to support the claims. At the same time, attention was 
given to contextual information, including whether the insti-
tutions were categorized as large, medium, or small, and 
located in urban or rural areas, noting possible differences 
between urban and rural universities. Furthermore, as pre-
viously noted, the analytic process facilitated consistency 
through inter-rater or inter-coder reliability, whereby two 
coders were assigned the task of coding the policies in NVi-
vo. Finally, a trail of evidence was kept, where all relevant 
files, notes, coder meeting minutes and discussion points 
were retained for the study, which was audited by the sec-
ond author. 

Results
Three key themes regarding university involuntary or 
mandated leave policies in the context of mental health 
challenges were identified, including (a) approaches for 
addressing mental health concerns, (b) balancing the 
needs of the student with the needs of the institution, and 
(c) guidelines, standards, and quality assurance. Although 
these three major themes have areas of conceptual over-
lap, based on the nature of framework analysis, they pro-
vide a good representation of the mapping of 11 universities 
regarding their involuntary or mandated leave policies in the 
context of mental health challenges.

Approaches for Addressing Mental Health 
Concerns
Approaches for addressing mental health concerns refer to 
the extent to which policies included information about how 
the identified student would be provided with mental health 
supports, offered a personalized plan to return to their pro-
gram, and included in decisions regarding their progress 
and recovery. This theme was broken down into two sub-
themes: (a) response to student concerns, and (b) student 
recovery, resumption, and support. 

Response to Student Concerns 
Response to student concerns reflects the processes in 
place to respond to the concerns raised by the identified 
student. For most institutions (n = 7), the responsibility to 
provide students with a response was delegated to a team, 
which included several stakeholders to facilitate collabora-
tion and decision by consensus. For example, in one univer-
sity policy it was stated: 

A Student-of-concern Case Team will provide a coordi-
nated response and support to the student-of-concern. 
Procedures for dealing with a student-of-concern may 
differ depending upon the level of threat posed by the 
student and are set out in the Process and Procedures 
for Responding to Students-of-Concern. (UN001, Large, 
Urban) 

Only a single institution explicitly mentioned student repre-
sentatives as part of the team:

The Assessment Panel shall be comprised of: (a) one 
faculty member and one member of the division of Stu-
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dent Development and Support (one of whom shall be 
appointed as Chair by the President [or designate]), 
and one student, all of whom shall be voting members 
and appointed by the President (or designate); and… 
(UN008, Large, Urban)

Teams often included representatives outside of the mental 
health arena, including campus safety personnel and cam-
pus police. In one policy it was stated:

Student Support Team (SST) – A team established by 
the Vice-Provost, students, that may include student 
service representatives, registrarial personnel, medical 
professionals, academic administrators, equity officers, 
campus safety personnel, and Campus Police or others. 
The team brings together multi-disciplinary expertise to 
assist in a nuanced and comprehensive analysis of the 
student’s needs. (UN006, Large, Urban)

In another policy, there was attention to providing access 
to resources and support to both the identified student and 
affected members of the university community, but still no 
indication of the student having representation or advocacy 
in the process: 

The primary focus of the Student-at-Risk Team is to en-
sure the student who is exhibiting at-risk behavior and 
individuals affected by such behavior have access to re-
sources and support to promote and assist in addressing 
student health and safety and the health and safety of 
the University community. (UN004, Large, Urban) 

Support for Student Mental Health Recovery 
and Resumption
Support for student mental health recovery and resumption 
refers to aspects of the policies that outlined approaches or 
services to support the student in their recovery and with a 
resumption and support plan for returning to campus. 

Although most policies outlined plans of action that 
were interventive in nature, some policies also included 
proactive strategies designed to prevent an emergency or 
problem from occurring. Four policies included a preventive 
approach by outlining mental health services that could be 
accessed by the identified student. However, preventive ap-
proaches often placed the onus on the student to seek out 
these resources. One university included supports for stu-
dents, such as general health, mental health, and wellness 
services. The policy read, “health, wellness, and counsel-

ing services are available on campus to support students 
who may be experiencing personal difficulties” (UN005, 
Large, Urban). Another university policy focused on provid-
ing special supporting services and accommodation. The 
policy documented that “the University offers supportive 
resources and Accommodations to assist Students who are 
encountering academic difficulties, including where those 
difficulties may arise from health issues or personal prob-
lems” (UN006, Large, Urban).

Only one policy referred to a campus-wide approach to 
mental health awareness and prevention, noting that the fo-
cus was on creating a university culture that worked to pro-
mote and protect students’ mental health. The policy stated 
that “we believe that positive mental health and wellness is 
created through campus culture and as a campus commu-
nity” (UN003, Small, Rural).

Although students and their representatives were not 
always identified as stakeholders in decision making about 
their leave, they were typically expected to initiate the pro-
cess of return.  All universities required students to submit a 
request to return to campus while a majority (n = 7) also re-
quired students to provide corroborating evidence that their 
health condition had either been improved and/or managed. 
For example, in one university policy it was stated that:

A student who withdraws from academic study under 
this policy, either voluntarily or involuntarily, cannot re-
turn to academic study until such time as the Vice-Pro-
vost receives appropriate professional documentation in 
the way of competent medical evidence that either the 
health condition no longer exists or the health condition 
is being properly managed, and that the student no lon-
ger: (a) poses a significant danger or threat of causing 
harm to him/herself or others or to property rights; or (b) 
is engaging in behaviour that substantially impedes the 
lawful activities of members of the campus community 
or the educational processes or proper activities or func-
tions of the University or its personnel; or (c) is unable to 
engage in basic required activities to obtain an educa-
tion. (UN008, Large, Urban) 

Several policies (n = 5) included a return-to-campus 
management plan for students as a part of their mandated 
leave policies. Where there was attention to resumption 
and support, the policies included terms and conditions for 
students’ return, support services that were required, and 
supervision by a member of the university community for a 
certain period.  In one policy it was stated that:
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The Policy Coordinator and the Case Team shall prepare 
a Return to Campus Management Plan that outlines any 
terms and conditions of the student’s return to campus 
and any support services required. The Policy Coordina-
tor, or a designate from the Case Team, will implement 
the Return to Campus Management Plan and monitor 
the student-of-concern’s transition back to campus. 
(UN001, Large, Urban)

Another policy emphasized support for students’ well-being 
and ongoing monitoring of their re-integration back to cam-
pus:

Where a student has received approval to return to cam-
pus following leave or withdrawal, the…[team] shall pre-
pare a return to campus plan that outlines any support 
required to ensure student success. The…[team] Chair 
will oversee the return to campus plan and support the 
student’s transition back to campus. The person sup-
porting the return to campus plan shall regularly report 
the student’s progress back to the…[team]. (UN003, 
Small, Rural)

Balancing the Needs of the Student with 
the Needs of the Institution 
This theme refers to how policies addressed the mental 
health needs of students and whether they were supportive 
of the student’s rights or punitive in nature, prioritizing the 
needs of the institution. Although an involuntary leave of 
absence policy is implicitly a reactive policy, the analysis re-
vealed that policies varied in balancing the needs of the stu-
dent living with a mental health concern versus the needs of 
the larger university community. Two sub-themes emerged: 
(a) maintaining safety on campus, and (b) maintaining en-
gagement and involvement for the identified student. 

Maintaining Safety on Campus
Maintaining safety on campus refers to aspects of the poli-
cies that address steps to limit the engagement of the iden-
tified student and maintain the safety of the community. All 
11 policies referred to potential threats to safety posed by 
the identified student to themselves or others within the 
university community. For example, one university stated 
that “in some urgent situations such as those involving 
serious threats or violent behavior, it may be necessary 
to remove the Student from the University immediately” 
(UN006, Large, Urban). Similarly, in another university pol-

icy, it was documented that:

A Student-of-concern may be required to take an Invol-
untary Leave of Absence in situations where the stu-
dent’s behavior and/or apparent mental and/or physical 
health interferes with their academic pursuits or that of 
others or interferes with the regular activities of the Uni-
versity.  (UN001, Large, Urban)

Plans of action embedded within the policies (n = 8) 
typically focused on maintaining the safety of the institution 
and its members. Sometimes, plans of action were insti-
tuted in a punitive manner and included permanently iden-
tifying the student as someone at-risk who was prohibited 
from engaging in university life. For example, many polices 
enforced an immediate leave from university for a specified 
period (n = 8), a notation on the student’s transcript (n = 
3), trespass notices (n = 3), bans from entering campus (n 
= 4), and bans from using university resources (n = 3). In 
one policy it was noted that “students required to withdraw 
will not be granted re-admission for a period of one year” 
(UN007, Medium, Urban). Another university policy re-
vealed that “the withdrawal will be noted on their transcript” 
(UN002, Large, Urban).  

Although the policies outlined the plan of action that 
would be pursued in cases of involuntary leave, most pol-
icies also included a stepped approach where different 
actions were implemented depending on the perceived 
threat and risk of the identified student. However, for some 
policies, details regarding how these assessments would 
be conducted were sparse, and the policies varied regard-
ing the number of risk or threat levels. Seven policies men-
tioned the existence of assessment levels without further 
details, while five universities extensively categorized the 
assessment levels including two (n = 1) and three levels (n 
= 4), reflecting increasing risk to the student or other mem-
bers of the community. 

Maintaining Student Rights and Involvement
Maintaining student rights and involvement refers to as-
pects of the policies that addressed the student’s rights to 
advocacy and appeal. Different from having representation 
on the case team, this aspect of the policy reflected specif-
ic reference to the student’s right to be represented during 
the process. Five policies referenced student advocacy by 
allowing students to have a representative of their choice 
involved in some or all aspects of the mandated leave pro-
cess. For example, in one university policy it was noted that 
“the student is entitled to seek the support of a health pro-
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fessional of their choice, a legal advocate and/or a family 
member or other support person at any time during the ap-
plication of this Policy” (UN006, Large, Urban). Similarly, 
another university documented that “the student-of-con-
cern may be assisted at this meeting by a family member, 
a health professional of their choice, or a member of the 
University community” (UN001, Large, Urban).

Most universities (n = 8) also upheld the student’s 
rights by allowing for appeal and review of the decision 
to place them on a mandated leave. For example, a deci-
sion may be reversed if a student were to provide new evi-
dence, or if a decision was found to be unfair. In one policy, 
it was stated that “the student-of-concern may appeal the 
decision(s) made [about involuntary leave of absence]” 
(UN001, Large, Urban). In another policy, it was noted that 
“the Provost will review the student’s request for review and 
may solicit a written response from the Head of Student Af-
fairs” (UN009, Large, Urban).

Guidelines, Standards, and Quality  
Assurance
Guidelines, standards, and quality assurance refer to the in-
clusion of strategies for holding the university accountable 
in their use and implementation of their mandated leave 
policy. This theme encompassed two subthemes: (a) policy 
review and recommendation, and (b) drawing on previous 
practices and important legislation.

Policy Review and Recommendations
Policy review and recommendations reflects the inclusion 
of a system to monitor and review the policy and evaluate 
its impacts. Within the involuntary policies, it was frequent 
practice to include a review period. This allowed for rec-
ommendations and potential for improvement, including 
attempts to better serve students and/or to address gaps 
in the policy. Reviews typically identified the number and 
nature of cases and a holistic review and debrief of deci-
sions. In addition, involuntary leave policies were often 
implemented alongside changes in mental health service 
delivery, allowing for additional attention to other areas in 
the institution that required improvement.

Of the 11 universities, only five included a statement 
about regular review cycles, where policies were reviewed 
annually (n = 3), once each semester (n = 1), or once every 
three years (n = 1). In one policy that indicated an annual 
review, the focus was on reviewing decisions and trends. It 

was documented that “the Case Team will meet annually to 
review the Policy, debrief student cases and decisions, as 
well as to identify trends” (UN005, Large, Urban). Further-
more, this institution specifically referred to both students 
who have been unwillingly placed on a mandated leave, as 
well as students who have voluntarily left; therefore, being 
affected by the voluntary leave of absence. For one univer-
sity, the policy read:  

The Office of the Vice-Provost, Students, shall prepare 
and submit annually to the University Affairs Board a 
report consisting of a narrative of the functioning of the 
Policy over the course of the preceding academic year. 
The report shall also include statistics in aggregate form, 
without names or any identifying personal information, 
of the number of Students agreeing to a Voluntary Leave 
of Absence or being subject to a University Mandated 
Leave of Absence decision under this Policy, and the 
numbers of any of those Students returning to regis-
tered status at the University during the academic year. 
(UN006, Large, Urban)

Recommendations arising out of the review could in-
clude revisions to campus mental health programs and pol-
icies. For example, in one policy it was stated that a review 
may lead to recommendations that include “suggestions for 
specific education and awareness campaigns, the need for 
enhancement of existing programs, training needs or policy 
changes” (UN005, Large, Urban). 

Drawing on Previous Practices and  
Important Legislation
Drawing on previous practices and legislation refers to the 
use of existing information and policies toward the develop-
ment of the mandated leave policy. Two policies referenced 
involuntary leave policies from other institutions as well as 
policies pertaining to Student Codes of Conduct, Medical 
Withdrawal Policies, and Student Codes of Non-Academ-
ic Conduct. One university adapted their involuntary leave 
policy from a foreign university (UN010, Small, Urban). An-
other university consulted several other sources. 

Five policies considered important provincial and fed-
eral regulations or acts, with three policies referencing pro-
vincial regulations. For example, in one policy where both 
provincial and federal policies were referenced, federal pol-
icies were first addressed:  

The University acknowledges that the mutual respect 
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of student and teacher is fundamental to the learning 
process. It accepts as first principles the rights and 
freedoms as interpreted under the Canadian Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms. While the protection of the Char-
ter is afforded to all, this does not diminish the obligation 
to observe the law and not to interfere with the rights and 
privileges of others or the continuity of the educational 
process. (UN008, Large, Urban)

Regarding provincial policy, one university stated that:

The University is subject to provincial legislation re-
garding privacy and access to personal information. 
Any sharing of personal information, including personal 
health information, must be made in accordance with 
the Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy 
Act (FIPPA) and the Personal Health Information Pro-
tection Act (PHIPA). (UN005, Large, Urban) 

Discussion
The purpose of the present study was to examine the 
mandated or involuntary leave policies of public Canadi-
an universities in the context of mental health challenges. 
Inductive framework analysis revealed three key themes 
that best captured the data: (a) approaches for address-
ing mental health concerns, (b) balancing the needs of the 
student with the needs of the institution, and (c) guidelines, 
standards, and quality assurance. Findings highlight the on-
going challenges that universities face in establishing effec-
tive policies that meet the needs of the campus community 
while also creating a culture that promotes inclusivity and 
mental wellness through proactively attending to the needs 
of students who are living with mental health concerns. In 
the sections that follow, we outline some of the key gaps 
that we observed from our review and offer some alternative 
approaches, including recommendations to guide policy 
development as it pertains to students with mental health 
concerns. 

One of the key considerations in developing a mandat-
ed leave policy is to have a non-punitive option for students 
who are living with a mental health issue (University of To-
ronto, 2018). Leave policies have been criticized for creat-
ing a barrier to mental health service access, due to students 
fearing a mandated leave if they were to disclose serious 
mental health concerns, particularly suicidal ideation, or 
self-harm (Appelbaum, 2006; Mezey, 2021). The current 

analysis revealed that responses to student concerns typ-
ically involved a team approach; although, the role of the 
team was defined in different ways across the policies, with 
mixed attention to protecting the interests of the identified 
student. For example, the inclusion of a student represen-
tative on the team is an important step toward ensuring that 
the student’s interests are truly upheld, but this was only 
present in a single policy. To the extent that mandated leave 
policies rely on a team approach for assessment and imple-
mentation, teams should be named, structured, and tasked 
with balancing the needs of the student with the safety of the 
wider campus community (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010). 

Relatedly, a major concern with the implementation of 
any mandated leave policy is the extent to which the stu-
dent’s rights are violated because of having to implement 
a policy against their will (i.e., in the absence of a student 
agreeing to a voluntary leave of absence). Although this 
may be warranted in situations where the student poses a 
significant threat to themselves or others, it is important to 
consider that these policies are most likely applied in sit-
uations where a student is experiencing an acute mental 
health crisis. Our review revealed that, once that crisis has 
resolved and there is no longer a safety risk for the student 
and/or larger community, the students’ rights within the uni-
versity are not immediately reinstated. Furthermore, some 
policies included elements that could be regarded as puni-
tive, such as marking transcripts to indicate that an invol-
untary leave had been implemented. Other policies offered 
less clarity around when a student could resume their stud-
ies, or banned students from access to education and use 
of needed resources for a specified period (typically a year), 
and only reinstated access if the student could demonstrate 
their readiness to return. 

Although universities frequently provided resources 
to assist students, they did not always work collaboratively 
with students (or their representatives) to create and select 
beneficial support programs. In addition, only some policies 
included a reference to supports for students as they re-
turned to campus. Mandated leave policies limit the identi-
fied student’s agency to make decisions about their studies 
at a time when independence and autonomy are considered 
developmentally critical (Arnett, 2007; Lamborn & Groh, 
2009). Legally, students are expected to take ownership of 
their academic lives and families are typically not involved 
due partly to issues of confidentiality. However, policies did 
not always allow ownership over the mandated leave pro-
cess. Our review highlights several approaches that allow 
students to reasonably participate in the mandated leave 
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process—either through selecting a representative, col-
laborating on a plan for transitioning back to university, or 
outlining options for review and appeal. It may also be im-
portant for parents, families, and families of choice to play 
a role. Although they were largely omitted from mandated 
leave policies, universities should consider how families 
can provide appropriate support to their child through for-
mal policies and processes that effectively involve families 
in their children’s education (Wartman & Savage, 2008). At 
the same time, universities would need to address the barri-
er of competing interests, as university students are consid-
ered adults who have a right to privacy and confidentiality. 

Notably, the policies analyzed typically included re-
active rather than proactive and preventative measures. 
This likely reflects that these policies are often considered 
a last resort, implemented when accommodations are not 
successfully taken up or voluntary leave of absence op-
tions are refused. In some ways, the implementation of the 
policies reviewed in this article suggests a flaw in the vol-
untary leave of absence policies, where students may lack 
sufficient information about the conditions under which 
a leave of absence can be initiated or fear the academic, 
financial, and personal repercussions of taking a leave of 
absence (Mezey, 2021). Counselling students to take a 
voluntary leave of absence requires university personnel 
to proactively identify those who are struggling and ensure 
they have sufficient information about their options to cir-
cumvent crisis situations where mandated policies are ap-
plied. Institutions should consider how to better incorporate 
preventative measures to provide students with appropriate 
mental health supports and equitable opportunities to suc-
ceed in their education. For example, Mowbray et al. (2006) 
suggested that campuses should develop procedures like 
Employee Assistance Programs (EAP), which would allow 
faculty and staff to refer students to services, whether prob-
lems are academic, behavioural, or physical. This approach 
would help students to obtain appropriate assessments 
and assistance, allowing them to continue their education. 
Another useful approach is the Clinical Triage Model that 
some Canadian post-secondary institutions have imple-
mented. This involves the rapid assessment of the acuity 
of the presentation and placement into appropriate levels 
of care/service (Centre for Innovation in Campus Mental 
Health, 2020).

We recognize that involuntary or mandated leaves may 
be necessary under certain circumstances, but it is critical 
that a culture of care and a focus on wellness is embedded 
within all policies and practices across the university. Al-

though the nature of an acute mental health crisis is such 
that it often renders the individual temporarily unable to 
exercise the judgement and decision making to consider 
alternatives (i.e., a voluntary leave or accessing accommo-
dations), it is imperative that policies consider how to max-
imize the degree to which students can exercise autonomy 
within the limits of a mandated leave (see Wyder et al., 2013 
for similar recommendations regarding involuntary hospital 
admissions). The Okanagan Charter (International Confer-
ence on Health Promoting Universities and Colleges, 2015) 
provided a road map for wellness initiatives in post-second-
ary institutions across Canada and outlined a call to action 
wherein healing is embedded within all campus policies. 
Current mandated leave policies would benefit from align-
ing more closely with this charter—ensuring that students’ 
rights are fully represented and attended to throughout the 
process and that all efforts are made to uphold the principle 
of offering students a non-punitive option where their rights 
are regarded as equal to the rights of the broader university 
community. 

Given the challenge associated with the creation of a 
dichotomy between being mentally healthy and mentally 
ill, it is important for universities to create a working defini-
tion of students’ mental health and wellness. This working 
definition should highlight mental health and wellness as 
situated on a continuum, giving attention to individual differ-
ence, and allowing flexibility in current leave polices. Fur-
thermore, this understanding would further heed the call of 
the Okanagan Charter.

Limitations, Future Directions, and  
Conclusions
Although the approach utilized in this review of mandated 
university leave policies was appropriate for the scope of 
this study, there are some limitations. First, the research-
ers relied solely on a review of documents to inform the 
analysis. Additional research should include stakeholder 
perspectives on these policies, including interviews with 
administration, faculty, staff, and students. Second, some 
universities did not respond to our request for information 
regarding whether they have mandated leave policies. 
Consequently, there may be other nuances to mandated 
university leave policy in Canada that were not captured 
by the current review. A final limitation is that the team 
was not equipped with the resources needed to include 
French-speaking universities. Therefore, mandated poli-
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cies used by French-only universities were not included in 
the current review. One other future direction involves con-
sideration of equity, diversity, inclusion, and indigenization 
within mandated leave policy framework. This is important 
given the association between the social determinants of 
health and mental health outcomes for equity-deserving 
persons and the need to be more sensitive to persons who 
have been historically negatively affected by social policies. 
Despite these limitations, this is the first study to provide an 
overview and analysis of the themes covered in mandated 
leave policies. This is a critical starting point for reflecting on 
the implementation of these policies, which have the poten-
tial to significantly impact the educational future of students 
who live with mental health issues.
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