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ABOUT OUSA
OUSA represents the interests of over 150,000 professional and undergraduate, full-time and part-time university students at eight 
institutions across Ontario. Our vision is for an accessible, affordable, accountable, and high quality post-secondary education in 
Ontario.  To achieve this vision we’ve come together to develop solutions to challenges facing higher education, build broad consensus 
for our policy options, and lobby government to implement them.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance (OUSA) represents approximately 150,000 
undergraduate and professional students at universities across the province, and advocates for an 
accessible, affordable, accountable, and high-quality post-secondary education. OUSA’s advocacy 
approach includes keeping student voices at the forefront of discussions on systemic change and 
developing policy recommendations that are student-driven and evidence-based. 

To support this work, OUSA collects data from students at each member school through the Ontario 
Post-Secondary Student Survey (OPSSS). The OPSSS asks students about their post-secondary 
experiences, focusing on broad themes of accessibility, affordability, and quality, and OUSA uses 
this information to inform its policy recommendations. This report, in particular, presents 2017 
OPSSS results related to the quality of education in the province, complementing reports released 
earlier this year on accessibility and affordability. 

The findings presented in this report are based on data collected in November 2017 from 8,037 
anonymous respondents across OUSA’s eight member schools. These responses represent 
undergraduate and professional students, across academic years and from various degree programs 
and fields. The majority of respondents were Canadian citizens or permanent residents, although a 
small percentage (5%) of respondents were international students; this provided insight into how 
domestic and international students view the quality of post-secondary education in the province. 

Students value the quality of their post-secondary education and have indicated a desire to improve 
the quality of teaching, learning, and the overall experience at their universities. Asked which policy 
areas needed the most improvement, some of the most frequent responses were “employment 
opportunities for students” (34%), “student support services” (33%), “campus buildings and 
infrastructure” (31%), and “teaching quality” (30%). Many students wrote in answers about mental 
health and general health services as well.

More than half of respondents indicated that they had taken an online course, and these students 
were somewhat satisfied with the quality of those courses. Forty-nine percent said they would 
take another online course, while thirty-six percent said they might. The most common reason 
students gave for not wanting to take another online course was that they preferred a classroom 
environment or did not get enough personal interaction online. International students took online 
courses less often than domestic students, and mature students took online courses more often than 
non-mature students.

One-third (33%) of respondents said they had participated in a work-integrated learning 
opportunity during their post-secondary studies. Eighty-five percent of these respondents were 
satisfied with their experience, and most (86%) felt the opportunity improved their educational 
experience. Mature students reported higher rates of work-integrated learning than students who 
were traditionally-aged or non-mature. Students with a disability, relative to the general student 
population, were less satisfied with their work-integrated learning experiences. 
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Half of all respondents reported they would like more active learning, which includes discussion-
based learning, seminars, problem-based learning, and inquiry-based learning. Close to half of all 
respondents wanted the same amount of active learning, and only ten percent wanted less active 
learning. Indigenous students, students with disabilities, and mature students were all more likely 
to want increased active learning in their courses. 

When asked about course evaluation, fifty-four percent of respondents felt that their feedback was 
valued by their university, while forty-six percent felt it was not. However, results varied between 
institutions. 

Thirty-nine percent of respondents said they had not been given the chance to take a course with 
significant Aboriginal, Native, or Indigenous content, and ten percent did not know whether they 
had or not. Most respondents who did have an opportunity to take one of these courses did so 
during university or high school, with few indicating that they had done so in elementary school.

Respondents were also asked about their experiences with part-time and full-time faculty. While 
forty-two percent of students indicated that they had taken courses with both part-time and full-
time faculty, thirty-three percent indicated that they did not know whether the instructors they had 
were full-time or part-time employees. A small majority of students (57%) responded that their 
part-time instructors had the same availability as their full-time instructors, sixty-four percent 
indicated that part-time professors had the same level of engaging content as full-time professors, 
and seventy-one percent said teaching ability was the same between part-time and full-time 
professors.

International students were asked about the quality of their post-secondary experiences, 
specifically regarding their orientation experiences. Sixty-four percent of respondents said that 
they did attend an orientation program for international students at the beginning of their 
studies, and of these respondents twenty-five percent said that the orientation was very useful, 
fifty-nine percent of them saying it was somewhat useful, twelve percent saying that it was not 
that useful and four percent saying it was not useful at all. In terms of healthcare, thirty-four 
percent of international student respondents said that they were satisfied, twenty-seven percent 
of respondents said they were neither satisfied and thirty-three percent of respondents said they 
had never used their private health care plan. 

Civic engagement is another important factor that can affect the quality of education for post-
secondary students, and students were asked whether the city where their university is located 
actively engages post-secondary students in municipal issues. Only twenty-nine percent of 
respondents said yes. 

In order to support access to high quality education for all willing and qualified students, the 
provincial government should ensure that all aspects of the student experience receive attention 
in policy development. This includes investing in work-integrated learning opportunities, taking 
a leadership role in meeting the mental health needs of post-secondary students, and supporting 
ongoing learning opportunities for faculty. 
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INTRODUCTION
All willing and qualified students should be able to access and excel in 
Ontario’s post-secondary education system. For this to become a reality, 
decision-makers and stakeholders must look to empirical evidence to 
examine the successes and failures of the current system and propose 
meaningful solutions to concerns facing students today. To support this, 
OUSA conducts a biennial survey (first implemented in 2011) to gather 
up-to-date information on the quality, accessibility, and affordability of 
post-secondary education in the province. 

The Ontario Post-Secondary Student Survey (OPSSS) is unique in its 
focus on undergraduate students in Ontario. It is an important part of 
OUSA’s advocacy approach, which keeps student voices at the forefront 
of systemic change. The OPSSS provides student and government 
leaders with data and reports that are essential to developing informed 
and meaningful solutions to issues in Ontario’s post-secondary sector. 
OUSA uses this data to make informed policy recommendations aimed 
at improving the quality of post-secondary education for students across 
the province. Developing policy solutions requires attention to evidence 
shared by students on their experiences and opportunities both in and 
out of the classroom. It requires collaboration and is the responsibility 
of institutions, the provincial government, and sector stakeholders.   

This report looks at the quality of post-secondary education in the 
province, focusing on content quality, approaches to teaching and 
learning, the impact of contract faculty on the quality of education, 
and how civic engagement opportunities contribute to the student 
experience. It explores several broad themes, including online learning, 
work-integrated learning, and active learning; experiences with 
course evaluations and contract faculty; opportunities to engage with 
Indigenous content; and the experiences of international students. This 
report considers how each of these components impacts a student’s 
overall experience.

Students had several concerns about the quality of their education. 
Many wanted more active learning in their in-class courses. Others cited 
a lack of Indigenous content in their post-secondary education, despite 
recommendations from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada that highlight Indigenous educational content as essential for 
reconciliation. Students also felt that more needed to be done to help 
them engage with their municipalities. These and other concerns will 
be explored in more detail below, starting with an explanation of the 
methodology and limitations of the OPSSS.
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METHODOLOGY
The Ontario Post-Secondary Student Survey was conducted in November 2017, surveying 
students from OUSA’s eight member schools (Brock University, Laurentian University, McMaster 
University, Trent University Durham GTA, Queen’s University, the University of Waterloo, 
Western University, and Wilfrid Laurier University). At Western University and Brock University 
the survey was run as a quality assurance study. 

The survey questionnaire was 120 questions long, although not all respondents were asked 
every question. The questionnaire was uploaded to a secure online web platform hosted by CCI 
Research Inc. The survey tool was available in English, with a translated version available for 
French speaking students at Laurentian University.  Following ethics approval, invitations to 
participate in the survey were sent to students’ university emails. Each invitation was sent from 
OUSA member student associations and contained a link to the survey. If students decided to take 
part in the survey, they were directed to a detailed letter of information that explained the risks 
and benefits of participating, as well as the steps taken to keep students’ identities and
responses private and confidential. 

Responses were only recorded after students clicked “submit” at the end of the survey. Respondents 
could skip any question or invalidate their responses by exiting the browser at any time. All surveys 
were completed anonymously, and participation was entirely voluntary.

To incentivize participation, respondents were invited to enter a draw for a chance to win one of 
two iPad Mini 4 tablets upon completing the survey. Participants were asked to provide their email 
addresses if they were interested in entering the draw. All voluntarily submitted email addresses 
were stored separately from survey responses to maintain respondents’ anonymity. OUSA never 
had access to students’ email addresses.

Survey participants were recruited using a non-random sampling method. Prior to analysis, all 
data were weighted by institutional enrolment 
to provide a more accurate representation 
of the OUSA membership at large. Data 
was analyzed using SPSS software which 
helped to organize responses and illustrate 
trends. In addition to observing differences 
in descriptive statistics, statistical testing was 
used to compare means and the independence 
of selected variables from one another. A chi-
square test for independence was used to show 
the relationship between variables, and p<0.05 
was used as the threshold for determining a 
statistically significant relationship. These data 
analysis techniques helped reveal meaningful 
patterns in the dataset. This report highlights 
statistically significant results.
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LIMITATIONS
One limitation in this study, inherent in all survey research, lies in the nature of self-reported 
data: OUSA must rely on respondents to be honest, truthful, and forthcoming in their responses. 
However, while we trust that participants responded honestly, there is necessarily a risk that 
responses may be impacted by a misinterpretation of questions or measurement of responses, 
or by a social desirability bias that pushes respondents to skew their answers to match perceived 
desirability results.1 Additionally, as students were not required to answer every question, less 
insight is provided in certain areas where some students elected to provide no response. 

Despite these limitations, the data still hold validity and are useful for providing insight into the 
student experience. The sample is not made up of a homogenous group of respondents. There 
are a significant number of students from varying backgrounds and demographics. The survey 
included several screening and demographic questions to allow for more targeted analyses based 
on institution, year of study, program of study, identification as having a disability, identification 
as an Indigenous student, mature student status, full-time status, part-time status, parental 
education, and parental income. Background information regarding the type of neighbourhood 
respondents grew up in was also explored to see if differences were found among students who 
grew up in rural, Northern, or urban communities or on First Nations Reserves. The responses 
to these questions suggest widespread coverage of the membership. Responses have also been 
weighted so as to prevent misinterpretations in the data analysis.

 1 Robert Rosenman, Vidhura Tennekoon, & Laura G. Hill, “Measuring Bias in Self-Reported Data,” Int J Behav Healthc Res 2:4 (2011): 320, doi: 

10.1504/IJBHR.2011.043414.
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RESULTS
Over 8,000 undergraduate students participated in the 2017 Ontario Post-Secondary Student 
Survey. Out of the total number of participants, 8,037 complete responses were gathered (surveys 
were considered complete if the respondent answered at least thirty percent of the questions 
asked).

Results were weighted by institutional enrolment to ensure results would be representative of 
OUSA’s membership. The count and proportion of participants is weighted and listed in the table 
below by institution. All other results listed in this report are weighted as well.

Survey Participation

Table 1: Weighted survey participation by institution

Institution Weighted Count Weighted Proportion
University of Waterloo 579 22%

McMaster University 428 16%

Queen’s University 332 13%

Brock University 311 12%

Wilfrid Laurier University 311 12%

Trent-Durham University 17 1%

Laurentian University 102 4%

Western University 555 21%

Total 2,635 100%

Participants were relatively evenly distributed across academic year: twenty-eight percent of 
respondents were in their first year, twenty-two percent of students were in their second year, 
twenty-two percent of students were in their third year, twenty-one percent were in their fourth 
year, and six percent of students were in their fifth year of study or more. Some of the top fields 
reported by respondents as their field of study included: physical and life sciences, and technologies 
(15%); health and related fields (15%); business, management, and public administration (14%); 
social and behavioural sciences, and law (14%); engineering, architecture, and related technologies 
(11%); and humanities (9%).
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A large majority (95%) of respondents indicated that they were completing their Bachelor’s degree, 
with professional degrees in medicine, dentistry, veterinary medicine, law, and optometry making 
up only one percent of the total sample size. Additionally, three percent of students surveyed were 
completing an undergraduate certificate or diploma. Almost all respondents (97%) indicated that 
they were enrolled in a full-time program and a small group (3%) of respondents indicated they 
were studying part-time. 

When asked about their immigration status, ninety-two percent of respondents reported that 
they were Canadian citizens, three percent noted that they were permanent residents, and five 
percent of respondents indicated that they were international students in Canada on a visa. 
When international student respondents were asked which country they were living in at the 
time they applied to study in Canada, the most represented country was China (36%), followed 
by India (5%), and Nigeria (4%). When students were asked from which province or territory 
they graduated high school, ninety-one percent of respondents indicated Ontario, with British 
Columbia representing the next highest proportion at three percent of respondents.
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Quality as a Priority

Students value high-quality education and want to improve many aspects of their post-secondary 
experience. When asked which initiatives needed the most improvement at their university, 
students cited concerns about affordability. The next most frequent selections were “employment 
opportunities for students” (34%), followed by “student support services” (33%), “campus 
buildings and infrastructure” (31%), and “teaching quality” (30%).

Teaching and Learning
Respondents were asked a variety of questions about their learning experiences. These questions 
had a range of focus, from teaching methods — online courses, work-integrated learning, etc. — 
to whether students felt their course evaluations were valued by their universities. These results 
were analysed according to student demographics in order to compare the experiences of mature 
students, students with disabilities, Indigenous students, and international students.
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Over half of respondents (60%) indicated that they had taken a course delivered primarily online. 
When asked if they would take an online course again, forty-nine percent of these respondents 
said they would, thirty-six percent said they might, and only fifteen percent said they would not.

International students were less likely than domestic students to participate in online courses 
(X2(3)=19.047, p=.000, V=0.09). Mature students were more likely than traditionally-aged 
students to have taken an online course (X2(2)=39.670, p=.000, V=.128). Similarly, Indigenous 
students appeared more likely than non-Indigenous students to have taken an online course, 
though there was no statistical significance in this case (p=.416). 

Online Learning

Working-integrated Learning

One-third (33%) of respondents reported that they had participated in a work-integrated learning 
opportunity during their post-secondary studies. Of these students, eighty-five percent were 
satisfied with their experience and only six percent were dissatisfied. Additionally, most students 
(86%) who participated in work-integrated learning felt that the opportunity had improved their 
educational experience. 

Indigenous students had lower participation in work-integrated learning, although the difference 
between Indigenous student participation and non-Indigenous student participation in work-
integrated was not statistically significant (p=.589).

Mature students reported higher rates of participation in work-integrated learning experiences 
than traditionally-aged students (X2(2)=154.457, p=.000, V=.252).
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Active Learning
Respondents were asked if they would like more or less active learning in their courses. The survey 
question included discussion-based learning, seminars, problem-based learning, and inquiry-
based learning as examples of active learning. Fifty percent of students reported that they would 
like more active learning, forty percent reported that they would like the same amount of active 
learning, and ten percent reported that they would like less active learning.

Interestingly, Indigenous students, students with disabilities, and mature students all had higher 
frequencies of responses indicating they would like more active learning in their courses. 
Although Indigenous students indicated that they would like more active learning in their courses 
more frequently than non-Indigenous students, the difference was not statistically significant 
(p=.693). However, there was a significant difference between students with disabilities and 
students without a disability (X2(4)=13.270, p=.010, V=.053) and between mature students and 
traditionally-aged students (X2(4)=12.746, p=.013, V=.052).

Although students with disabilities reported comparable rates of work-integrated learning 
opportunities, they had statistically lower levels of satisfaction when compared to students without 
a disability (X2(8)=16.551, p=.035, V=.103). When asked how satisfied students were with their 
work-integrated learning experiences, seventy-eight percent of students with a disability reported 
being satisfied or very satisfied compared to eighty-eight percent of students without a disability.
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Course Evaluations
Of the total weighted results, fifty-four percent of student respondents felt that their feedback was 
valued by their university and forty-six percent of respondents did not feel their feedback was 
valued by their university. However, when considering responses across institutions, there were 
more noticeable differences. For example, sixty-five percent and sixty percent of respondents 
from Trent University Durham GTA and McMaster University, respectively, indicated that 
student feedback was valued by their institutions. By contrast, only thirty percent of Laurentian 
University respondents and forty-six percent of Brock University respondents indicated that they 
felt student feedback was valued by their university.

Indigenous Content
When students were asked if they had had the opportunity to take a course with significant 
Aboriginal, Native, or Indigenous content, thirty-nine percent of respondents said no and 
ten percent of respondents responded that they did not know. Most respondents who had an 
opportunity to take a course with significant Indigenous content did so during university or high 
school, with fewer indicating they had done so in elementary school.

Additionally, thirty-four percent of respondents who identified as Indigenous indicated they had 
not had the opportunity to take a course with significant Indigenous content.
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Contract Faculty
Respondents were also asked about their experiences with part-time and full-time faculty. While 
forty-two percent of students indicated that they had taken courses with both part-time and 
full-time faculty, thirty-three percent indicated that they did not know whether the instructors 
they had were full-time or part-time employees. Notably, fewer mature students were unsure of 
whether their instructors had full-time or part-time status when compared to traditionally-aged 
students, although this relationship was not statistically significant (p=.945). 

A small majority of students (57%) responded that their part-time instructors had the same 
availability as their full-time instructors, although twenty-eight percent responded that their part-
time instructors were less available, and five percent responded that their part-time instructors 
were much less available. When asked how engaging the course content of part-time professors 
was compared to full-time professors, sixty-four percent of respondents said that it was the same. 
Interestingly, five percent of respondents said that their part-time instructor’s course content 
was “much more engaging” and eighteen percent of respondents said that it was “more engaging” 
than that of full-time instructors. Respondents were also asked to compare the teaching ability of 
part-time and full-time instructors with seventy-one percent responding that they were the same.
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International Students

Table 2: International students’ reasons for leaving Canada upon graduation, n=60

Reason for Leaving Weighted Proportion

Career opportunities or lack thereof 29%

Family and friends, Canada isn’t home 22%

Academic reasons 11%

Financial reasons 12%

Don’t like something about Canada 6%

Want to travel 7%

Only here on exchange 3%

Visa or immigration policies 6%

Culture 4%

International students were asked about their first-year orientation experiences. Sixty-four 
percent of respondents said that they attended an orientation program for international students 
at the beginning of their studies. The remainder of the respondents indicated that they did not 
attend, with eight percent reporting that they did not know if there was an orientation program, 
three percent saying that there was not a program offered, and twenty-six percent reporting that 
they did not attend even though there was a program offered. From respondents who did attend 
an international student orientation, twenty-five percent said that the orientation was very useful, 
fifty-nine percent said it was somewhat useful, twelve percent said it was not that useful, and four 
percent said it was not useful at all. 
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When asked about health care, thirty-four percent of international student respondents said that 
they were satisfied, twenty-seven percent of respondents said they were neither satisfied nor 
dissatisfied, while only six percent of respondents said they were dissatisfied. Importantly, thirty-
three percent of respondents said they had never used their private health care plan. 

Civic engagement is another important factor that can affect the quality of education for post-
secondary students. When asked if they felt that the city where their university is located actively 
engages post-secondary students in municipal issues, only twenty-nine percent of respondents 
said yes; thirty-six percent of respondents said no and the other thirty-five percent of respondents 
said they did not know. 

Civic Engagement
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DISCUSSION
Quality as a Priority 

The aim of OUSA’s biennial survey is to gather data about our 
student membership and gain insights into student experiences. 
This survey was designed, in part, to explore the quality of post-
secondary education in the province. Quality of post-secondary 
education extends to all aspects of the student experience, 
from the quality of education in the classroom or online, and 
that gained through experiential learning opportunities, to the 
quality of support services, student life, and civic engagement 
opportunities. The results of this survey are clear that students 
consider quality of their post-secondary experience a priority. 

Although affordability remains the top area of concern for 
students, specifically with the high cost of tuition and insufficient 
student financial aid continuing to be cited by students as 
the top two aspects of post-secondary education that require 
improvement, students are increasingly interested in the quality 
of their education and student experience. 

In particular, respondents have demonstrated an increase 
in their prioritization of the quality of support services on 
their campuses. The results of the 2015 OPSSS illustrated 
that student support services were a priority for twenty-three 
percent of students, ranking sixth following tuition, student 
financial aid, employment opportunities, campus building and 
infrastructure, and teaching quality. However, the results of this 
survey, administered in 2017, demonstrate that the quality of 
support services has become more of a priority for students — 
thirty-three percent of students indicated this was a priority for 
them. This change has shifted the ranking of quality of support 
services from sixth to fourth, only behind tuition, student 
financial aid, and student employment. This is a clear move 
towards the prioritization of support services.

Among support services, mental health services were a clear 
priority for students. When respondents opted to write in a 
response, the most common response was with regards to 
improvement for mental health and health services. This shows 
that students view the need for comprehensive mental health 
support and health services as a critical element for a good 
student experience and a high-quality education.
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One explanation for this shift is the reduction in stigma 
attached to mental health that has occurred in recent years. 
Both research and anecdotal evidence suggest that as 
stigma surrounding mental health is reduced, the demand 
for effective mental health support increases. This increase 
in reported importance, coupled with “the understanding 
that individuals within post-secondary fall in the age cohort 
most associated with the onset of mental disorders,”2 

confirms that any efforts to improve the quality of post-
secondary education must address the quality of student 
support services. 

When asked how the university experience, or the university 
system, in Ontario could be improved, respondents 
predominantly discussed improving mental health supports 
in respect to quality. However, they also touched on teaching 
quality, student experience, and civic engagement when 
discussing ideas to improve the quality of the university 
experience. 

For example, students indicated that teaching quality could 
be improved through better instruction and the use of 
different teaching methods. One student spoke to the need for 
resources to support these improvements, recommending 
that we “spend more money on continuous improvement 
of the teaching and course quality.” Another student added 
the importance of listening to students and incorporating 
novel teaching methods that meet students needs when 
seeking to better instruction: “Pay close attention to student 
advice and teach[ing] evaluations and use online resources 
as a point to focus your attention towards [bettering] our 
education.”

Students also asked for more emphasis on real-work 
experiences and skills. For some students, this is important 
because it helps to prepare them for the workforce, 
providing them with the proper skills to succeed after 
graduation. However, according to one respondent, “[t]
here are inadequate programs to help students with finding 
employment after graduation or field-specific career 
advice.” This supports recommendations for investments 
in experiential and work-integrated learning programs, 
and in some cases, more civic engagement and work in 
municipalities.

 2 https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/ousa/pages/464/attachments/original/1501593637/Shared_Perspectives_Joint_Publication_on_Student_Mental_

Health_document.pdf?1501593637
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Notably, a good proportion of students were explicit in their support for professors becoming full-
time. At first glance, there is a clear connection between students’ desire for improved teaching 
quality and their support for professors becoming full-time. However, when students were asked 
to compare the teaching quality of full- and part-time faculty, part-time faculty tracked equal to, 
and in some cases (such as engagement) did better than their full-time equivalents. Thus, while it 
is possible that students associate full-time status with improved teaching quality in theory, their 
assumptions may not be supported in practice. It is also possible that students seek to reward 
the teaching quality of part-time faculty by supporting them in becoming full-time, recognizing 
that part-time faculty provide teaching quality that is equal to that of full-time instructors. 
Importantly, there were a number of respondents who suggested they were unsure of the status 
of their instructors which could affect these results as well. In the future it will be interesting 
to explore these associations and potential relationships to understand motivators for students’ 
support of faculty becoming full-time and their recognition of the positive teaching quality offered 
by part-time faculty. 

Finally, respondents spoke to the importance of improving their student experience through 
opportunities to engage on campus and through school spirit. While this aspect of student life may 
seem unimportant, it is clear from these results that participating in campus events and spirit or 
pride activities are an important aspect of the quality of education for post-secondary students in 
the province. The responsibility for engaging students in this way has, and continues to be, that of 
student associations and other student-led groups that seek to build connections and communities 
on their campuses. It is therefore necessary to consider how changes to support frameworks for 
these student groups, including the introduction of the  Student Choice Initiative, might impact 
their ability to shoulder this responsibility and ultimately the quality of student experiences on 
university campuses. Future iterations of the OPSSS conducted by OUSA will collect data on these 
effects to explore the impact of such initiatives on the quality of post-secondary education in 
Ontario.
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Teaching and Learning

Online Learning
Enrolment in online courses varied noticeably by demographic. It is important to remember 
that, while online courses are useful and can support and enhance pedagogy, they might not 
work for every student or every set of circumstances. Domestic students were more likely (61%) 
than international students (43%) to have taken an online course. This is, perhaps, the result 
of additional barriers that international students face, including language, cultural norms, and 
transitioning to a new country, all of which could make online courses less appealing or accessible 
to them.
 
Students who had taken online courses appeared somewhat satisfied with them. While only about 
half (49%) said they would take another one, about one-third (36%) said they might – which 
means only fifteen percent of students said they would not take another online course. The most 
common reason students indicated that they would not take another online course (34%) was 
that they preferred the classroom environment and/or did not get enough personal connection or 
interaction online. Others found online courses more difficult, found the workload higher, or felt 
they did not learn as much online. Fewer respondents (21%) cited concerns about self-discipline 
(e.g., it being too easy to fall behind or lose track of assignments). A less common response (19%) 
was that students found it hard to focus in online courses and did not find these courses engaging 
or motivating.

Work-Integrated Learning
As introduced above, respondents asked for more emphasis on real-work experiences and 
skills. One approach to this is through work-integrated learning (WIL) opportunities, which 
OUSA believes should be available to all interested and qualified students. However, there are 
limited opportunities for WIL, particularly in disciplines such as general sciences or the arts. 
When compared to respondents in engineering, architecture, and related technologies programs, 
respondents in arts and humanities programs reported fewer WIL opportunities (52% and 24%, 
respectively). One student explained that they “find it hard to understand how co-op works or how 
to find a community-based internship or volunteer position surrounding [their] area of study.”
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WIL has been shown to help students feel better prepared for the workforce: according to a 
survey conducted by Abacus Data, eighty-six percent of student respondents who had WIL 
opportunities reported that they felt better prepared for the workforce because of their industry-
specific knowledge and experience, compared to the forty-nine percent of students who did have 
these opportunities.3 WIL supports students as they prepare for the workforce by providing 
opportunities for them to connect what they are learning in their classrooms to the workplace. 

“I THINK VALUING REAL WORK 
PLACEMENTS IS EXTREMELY IMPORTANT”

For some students, WIL is important because it helps make learning more accessible by creating 
environments where students who may not find traditional, lecture-style teaching to be useful, 
can thrive: “I think more co-op and integrated learning needs to be incorporated into courses. 
Not everyone learns the same way and I find that for most of my classes, I just sit in a lecture hall 
and have someone talk to me, which isn’t how I learn best.” Notably, most students (85%) who 
had participated in a work-integrated learning opportunity  were satisfied with their experience 
and most students (86%) felt that the opportunity had improved their educational experience. 
Students are interested in participating in more experiential learning opportunities and very 
much value these learning experiences.

It is also important to highlight that students have not only asked for more WIL opportunities, but 
also that these opportunities be paid. One student, specifically, asked for “more applied, hands-on 
learning, (paid) internship, co-op, employment opportunities for students.” With affordability of 
post-secondary education being a top priority for students, ensuring that students are provided 
with adequate compensation to support their ability to access WIL opportunities when available 
is crucial. 

 3Abacus Data, Work Integrated Learning and Post-Secondary Education: What Students Think (Ottawa, ON: Abacus Data, 2016).
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Active Learning
As indicated earlier, students suggested that teaching quality would be improved by incorporating 
different teaching methods into course design. The results indicate that some underrepresented 
students, in particular students with disabilities and mature students, have a desire to diversify 
teaching methods. This was particularly important for students who have been traditionally 
underrepresented as they were more likely to indicate that they wanted more active learning 
in their courses. For some students this means “add[ing] more technology to make classrooms 
engaging.”

A traditional approach to teaching in a university course is passive learning, typically in the form 
of lectures. By contrast, “[a]ctive learning is an approach to instruction that involves actively 
engaging students with the course material through discussions, problem solving, case studies, 
role plays and other methods.”4 Active learning is understood as an approach to teaching that 
“engage[s] students in deep rather than surface learning, and enable[s] students to apply and 
transfer knowledge better…[promoting] higher order thinking skills such as application of 
knowledge, analysis, and synthesis.”5

While this survey did not explore factors that led to students with disabilities being more likely to 
indicate that they wanted more active learning in their courses, it is important to understanding 
how to improve teaching quality for students who are more likely to face barriers to accessing 
quality education. There is an opportunity to move from an over-reliance on traditional lecture-
based pedagogies and include more active learning and innovative pedagogy.

Course Evaluations

Student satisfaction with course evaluations varied noticeably depending on which post-
secondary institution they were attending. At some institutions, most students (upwards of 60% 
at both Trent University Durham GTA and McMaster University) said they felt their feedback was 
valued by their institutions. Yet at other institutions, the majority of students (70% at Laurentian 
University) said they felt their feedback was not valued. These results are also consistent with the 
results from the 2015 OPSSS results, in which students from the schools mentioned here offered 
similar responses.
4“What is Active Learning?” Active Learning. Accessed November 29, 2019. http://www.queensu.ca/teachingandlearning/modules/active/04_what_is_

active_learning.html.
5  Ibid.
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This discrepancy suggests a need for improved, consistent course evaluation frameworks 
across Ontario’s post-secondary institutions. These frameworks, ideally, would include student 
consultation and implementation of their feedback (both in the process of course creation and in 
regards to the evaluations themselves) in a meaningful way. It is also possible that institutions are 
using student feedback through course evaluations to inform planning and policy development, 
but are not actively communicating this to the campus community. Not only is there a need for 
improved course evaluations, but institutions should work to increase the perception that student 
insight is valued and used in a meaningful way.

Indigenous Content
The quality of post-secondary education is a particularly important need for Indigneous students 
who, as a result of colonization and residential schools, which included an education system 
“based on racist assumptions about the intellectual and cultural inferiority of Aboriginal people...
terrible conditions and mostly ineffective teaching,”6 are less likely to complete their education 
and move on to post-secondary.7 Indigenous students are also faced with existing in a society based 
on “the lack of respect that non-Aboriginal people have been raised to have for their Aboriginal 
neighbours.”8

In 2008, the Government of Canada established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada to address the impacts of residential schools with an aim towards reconciliation between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. The Commission made a number of “calls to action”, 
which included recognizing the responsibility to provide culturally appropriate curriculum and 
teach Indigenous content at all levels of education and to increase opportunities for Indigenous 
Peoples to learn about their own histories and cultures. However, almost  ten years following 
this Report, the 2017 OPSSS survey results indicate that one-third of Indigenous students have 
not had the opportunity to take a course that has significant Indigenous content. It is concerning 
that a significant proportion of Indigenous students reported not having access to such courses, 
particularly considering the country’s commitment to reconciliation following the Final Report 
of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. It is important, therefore, that the reasons for this 
gap are explored to better understand what steps can be taken to ensure that all students have 
access to this knowledge in their courses and that we implement the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission’s recommendations. 
6 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Volume One: Summary (Toronto, 

ON: Lorimer, 2015).
7 ibid.
8 ibid.
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The research available on the effectiveness of contract faculty is limited, and therefore there 
continue to be preconceived notions that contract staff do not provide the same quality of teaching 
as their full-time peers. Other concerns feed into this notion, specifically that contract staff do 
not have sufficient training opportunities and that they often work in precarious conditions, are 
underpaid, and under-recognized. However, although some assumptions exist that part-time 
faculty may be inferior in their teaching quality, this assumption was not supported in the 2017 
OPSSS results. Significantly, many students were unable to differentiate between faculty who were 
part-time and those who were full-time, suggesting that teaching quality is not distinguishable 
between the two. When students were asked about the differences in teaching quality between 
full-time and part-time faculty, the majority reported that teaching quality was the same for both 
groups. However, it is important to acknowledge that because many students reported not being 
able to distinguish between the two, that these results may be skewed. 

There is also a possibility that part-time faculty deliver higher quality teaching as they may be 
focused more on teaching compared to full-time faculty who have additional obligations. There 
are also cases in which part-time faculty are hired with dedicated resources to advance and 
improve pedagogy within their department. While these results are not conclusive, it is important 
to acknowledge that respondents did not validate assumptions about lower quality teaching from 
part-time faculty and that they indicated satisfaction with the teaching quality of part-time faculty: 
“Employ full-time professors! The best professors I have had are still only part-time, which I 
think is unfair. Part-time professors are just as passionate, engaging, and insightful as full-time 
so compensate them the same way!” 

Through analysing both the qualitative and quantitative results, it is clear that students prioritize 
the quality of their teaching and their experience in the classroom. They want qualified, teaching-
focused faculty that will be available to support them, and who care about their overall success 
and learning experience. 

Contract Faculty

“GIVE US TEACHERS THAT CARE ABOUT LEARNING” 
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International Students
Generally speaking, international students were somewhat satisfied with their experience in 
Ontario’s post-secondary education system. Many attended an orientation session at the beginning 
of their studies, and more than eighty percent said they found it either somewhat or very useful. 
However, only one-third of international students said they were satisfied with the University 
Health Insurance Plan (UHIP), which they were required to enrol in. Another one-third said they 
had never used the plan; survey participants were not asked their reason for not using the plan, 
though we can speculate that it was either because they had no health concerns or because they 
felt the plan would not cover the health concerns they did have. Regardless, giving international 
students the option to opt-into the Ontario Health Insurance Plan (OHIP) would likely increase 
their general satisfaction with their health insurance coverage.
 
It was also fairly common for international students to plan on leaving Canada after graduating. 
More than half said they would leave immediately to return to their home country or work 
somewhere other than Canada, or that they would work in Canada temporarily but ultimately 
return to their home country. Among those who planned to leave, about thirty percent said it 
was because of career opportunities (or lack thereof); about twenty percent said it was because of 
family, friends, and a general feeling that Canada was not their home. Some international students 
were required to return home after graduation as a condition of the funding packages they had 
received.
 
Unfortunately, our international student sample was not as large as we had hoped. So, while our 
results indicate the realities of many international students, more work should be done to better 
understand how satisfied these students are with their post-secondary experience and where 
improvements can be made in areas such as comfort, teaching and assessment, and support 
services.
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Civic Engagement
Although often left out of discussions on the quality of post-secondary education, civic engagement 
can be an important aspect of a student’s experience. Students live and work in the cities and 
towns where they go to school, and as members of these communities should have opportunities 
to engage on municipal issues. Issues related to housing and transportation, as well as safety 
and belonging all affect the quality of a student’s experience. However, when asked whether the 
city where their university is located actively engages students in municipal issues, fewer than 
one-third of respondents said yes, while a significant majority answered no, or indicated that 
they did not know. Even though many student leaders engage in municipal affairs, with student 
associations often employing a municipal affairs commissioner or equivalent, there is a perception 
from respondents that municipalities are not engaging students. This illustrates a clear disconnect 
between students and their municipalities. 

Not only does civic engagement connect students to the community surrounding their campuses 
so that they can feel safer and supported in their neighbourhoods, but it also offers a unique 
avenue for experiential learning opportunities. Students who are provided with opportunities for 
civic engagement are able to gain first-hand experience in advocating for their communities and 
learning civic, political, and municipal processes - skills that will allow them to succeed as future 
leaders in their cities. Emerging work-integrated learning initiatives and programs, such as the 
CityStudio programs in London and Waterloo, are one way that municipalities can support greater 
civic engagement for students, not only to improve the quality of post-secondary education at their 
local institutions, but also to better their communities by including student voices in municipal 
processes. 

“I WANTED TO BE ENGAGED NOT ONLY IN MY UNIVERSITY 
COMMUNITY, BUT ALSO THE CITY ITSELF”
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CONCLUSION
Students consider quality of their post-secondary experience a priority. It is a priority that 
encapsulates all aspects of the student experience, from the quality of education in the classroom 
or online, and that gained through experiential learning opportunities, to the quality of support 
services, student life, and civic engagement opportunities. Prioritizing support services on campus, 
specifically mental health services, is important to students. Students also indicated that teaching 
quality could be improved through better instruction and the use of different teaching methods, 
as well as more opportunities for work-integrated learning and civic engagement, and increased 
integration of Indigenous content into the curriculum.  

In order to support all willing and qualified students to access high quality education, the provincial 
government should ensure that all aspects of the student experience receive attention in policy 
development. This includes investing in more work-integrated learning opportunities, specifically 
for students in general arts and science-based programs where these opportunities are lacking. 
It means taking a leadership role in meeting the mental health needs of post-secondary students 
by recognizing post-secondary students as a distinct population cohort and providing funding 
for community-based mental health providers. Additionally, the provincial government should 
support ongoing learning opportunities for faculty that emphasizes innovation in pedagogy. 

The findings in this report provide important evidence on how students view the quality of post-
secondary education in the province and as such is a central component of OUSA’s advocacy work. 
The evidence gathered from the OPSSS allows OUSA to support anecdotal concerns raised by 
students and to develop evidence-based policy recommendations for the provincial government 
and sector stakeholders. It is our hope that the information shared here will be used by OUSA’s 
partners in higher education to inform their advocacy and policy development efforts. OUSA 
shares in the collective responsibility to ensure that post-secondary education is of high quality, 
and to this end will continue to share research results and elevate student voices and concerns. 

This report has highlighted concerns expressed by OUSA’s student membership regarding the 
quality of post-secondary education, specifically that of teaching and learning, support services, 
student life, and civic engagement. The data collected in the OPSSS informed two other reports in 
this series, one exploring the accessibility of post-secondary education and the other looking at the 
affordability of post-secondary education in the province. These reports provide comprehensive 
data on students’ behaviours, attitudes, concerns, and preferences related to institutional mobility, 
municipal issues, and students’ identities,  as well as students’ behaviours and attitudes, concerns, 
and preferences related to student financial assistance and university affordability. Together, 
the three reports on quality, accessibility, and affordability provide a more complete picture of 
student experiences and concerns across the province. 
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