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ABOUT OUSA
OUSA represents the interests of 150,000 professional and undergraduate, full-
time and part-time university students at eight student associations across Ontario.

The Directors of OUSA are representatives from each student association holding 
full membership with OUSA. They form OUSA’s Steering Committee and guide the-
organization’s governance, advocacy, policies, and finances.
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BACKGROUND
When the COVID-19 Pandemic struck earlier this year, 
post-secondary institutions across Ontario cancelled all 
in-person classes and moved to an online course delivery 
method. Within a short period of time, students were 
navigating their synchronous and asynchronous lectures 
and writing final exams at home, while dealing with a 
global pandemic. 

Several months later, post-secondary institutions 
adopted distance and online learning as the 
dominant lecture format for the 2020-2021 
school year. This time, professors and institutions 
could prepare for the year ahead, and adjust 
their practices to ensure a quality experience for 
students. 

In October 2020, the Ontario Undergraduate 
Student Alliance (OUSA) conducted a 
campaign to collect feedback from students who 
had taken online courses during the pandemic. 
223 Students from all 8 of OUSA’s member schools 
shared their feedback and outlined the challenges 
they have been facing in an online learning 
environment. 

Students raised important questions about the 
quality of online education and shared ideas about 
how post-secondary institutions can adapt to 
COVID-19 and adequately support students to 
meet their learning goals.

This report gathers the findings of the campaign 
and highlights student stories.

AND INTRODUCTION
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What are students 
concerned about?

The primary concern for a majority of 
respondents is the value of online learning  compared 
to in-class learning.

VALUE

A secondary concern for students is being able to 
receive adequate support from theirprofessors.

SUPPORT

Students are worried about being able to make 
meaningful social connections with their peers and 
classmates in an online format.

SOCIAL CONNECTIONS

Some respondents shared concerns about their 
ability to access academic supports (i.e. office hours, 
academic advisors) outside of the classroom.

ACADEMIC SERVICES
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AND CONNECTIVITY
TECHNOLOGY

“I use a work laptop with confidential files and corporate 
financial information. I can’t be giving a service access to my 
computer.”

 “I know Proctortrack will be used in a few of my classes,  
which concerns me because I do not want to download the 
program onto my laptop. I am not comfortable allowing 
that program to have access to so many documents, and 
information, but I have no choice but to install it for the sake 
of my exams.”

“Some classes require multiple devices for proctoring. While 
this isn’t an issue for me, I still see this as being classist.”

For students who completed final examinations in a “closed-book” environment, 
they expressed concerns over the use of third-party proctoring software.

PRIVACY



“If someone’s wifi goes down for a few minutes and we are able to log back into an exam, we 
must have the opportunity to continue the exam. It is not the student’s fault if something 
like that happens. Profs should make sure that students don’t have to worry about that.”

“The wifi at my house is slow, so the lectures cut out a lot. I am really nervous when I have 
presentations because there is added pressure to make sure my wifi doesn’t cut out. I once 
had to restart a presentation from scratch because of connectivity issues which was very 
stressful.”

“I live in rural Ontario and have slow internet and all my quizzes are timed, but it takes 
extra-long for the questions just to load. I have also been kicked off zoom calls because of 
low bandwidth”

“I am currently in a residence building and the internet is very unreliable. I am constantly 
worried that my tests are going to be marked as a zero due to circumstances out of my 
control.”

“Luckily, I have fast internet, but it can be stressful during evaluations/tests because I know 
technology malfunction is always a possibility.”
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LACK OF SUPPORT
Some students reported that 

their professors were less 
understanding when students 

experienced technological 
malfunctions or did not have 

access to adequate technology.

“Many professors are not taking students mental well-being into con-
sideration and making exams with heightened stressors (cameras, mic’s,  

mirrors, strict rules)” 

“My exams have been much more difficult as the professors assume 
people will cheat.” 

TEST-TAKING
Students reported feeling 
anxious about taking tests 
in an online environment 
due to wifi or connectivity 
issues, as well as increased 
testing requirements. 



9

LACK OF SUPPORT
Some students reported that 

their professors were less 
understanding when students 

experienced technological 
malfunctions or did not have 

access to adequate technology.

“One of the properties my family lives on has minimal – if any – connection to 
the internet. Some days I have had real issues and some profs are not super 
supportive. [I]t seems like they believe it is my fault the wifi doesn’t work.”

“My Wi-Fi is supposed to be high speed, but it doesn’t work like that all the 
time. If it gave out during an exam, I know some of my professors would not 
care. They say that it’s not their fault if my wifi gives out, so they won’t give me 
any extra time if I lose it.”

“I have disconnected during an exam. It’s added stress that students don’t 
need, as tests give enough anxiety as it is.”

“I live in student housing, and sometimes the internet cuts out. Professors are 
not understanding of that and just tell us to make sure we have reliable inter-
net but that is out of my control.”

“I have spotty wifi. I have professors who lock the class once it starts so if my 
wifi drops they won’t let me back in. Especially hard in classes with 25% of my 
grade going to participation.”

“Some professors are requesting that students purchase additional access 
to websites that cost money, when the exact same thing can be done on our 
school website for free. As students are already paying full price for an on-
line education, Students like me have to pay for their own education (tuition, 
textbooks), and many students (like myself) were unable to work during the 
pandemic for many months due to closures and high-risk family members.”



“Professors don’t seem to be using good quality microphones to record lectures so closed 
captions don’t work very well.”

“In my synchronized classes, at least one student or prof or myself has a week connection or 
disconnects from wifi. I live in a student house and all of us require to be on the wifi a lot to 
complete online courses and sometimes it lags because of this. It gives me anxiety feeling that I 
missed something important.”

”I had to buy a whole new router for my house in order to learn from home, and still, I have in-
ternet issues every week. It really slows down the pace of the class and makes it feel very frag-
mented and unnatural.”

“My connection freezes randomly or kicks me out of the teams call. Which means I miss random 
but important concepts the professor goes over. I suggest professors record and upload the lec-
tures.”

“I live in Fort Erie, a rural area. Over here, power outages can last hours on even mild storms.”

“My internet is very unstable. I have been kicked off of zoom lectures because my 
internet is not strong enough to maintain the connection. This makes it extremely 
difficult as I am missing key information being said by professors.”

“The Remote Desktop application is too slow for me to follow every step in my lab.”
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Students expressed concerns about missing key 
information during lectures due to technical issues.

LECTURES



LECTURES (CONT.)

 
“I believe that online learning has created a new professor-student dynamic were professors that struggle 
to use online learning platforms, do not ask for help and in turn put more work onto the students end to try 
and learn with very minimal assistance”

“Many professors are ill-prepared and unequipped and remain unfamiliar with platforms such as Zoom or 
Microsoft Teams. It is disorganized and only exacerbates the poor mental health of many students by adding 
stress and anxiety.”

“Some professors are not familiar enough with an online learning environment to deliver a quality 
education.”

Some students were concerned that their professors did not adequately 
prepare for or adapt to online classes, which had an effect on their 

learning experience. 

11
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IN AN ONLINE ENVIRONMENT
LEARNING EXPERIENCE

Some students reported feeling less engaged with the course material. These 
students expressed that they are more focused on meeting deadlines rather than 

absorbing course content.

“I am not actually learning anything. All we 
are doing is trying to meet deadlines.”

“I really feel distant from my learning, very 
lonely and also not as engaged. My profs 

are really trying, but it really isn’t the same. 
I find I am working twice as much and feel 
more drained out and not accomplished.”

“Professors have opted to put more 
emphasis on deadlines than the actual 
learning. I am constantly scrambling to 

meet deadlines and not focusing on what I 
am actually learning.”

“Students are expected to teach themselves specialized  
information. My professors have all posted PowerPoints to go through, where students cannot 

ask their profs questions as they are learning. They have taken out seminars , which are 
usually used to clarify information. Students are more focused on meeting deadlines of weekly 

assignments than they are of actually absorbing the information.”

“I’ve learnt more about operating all the 
different websites I have to use than my 

actual course content”

“Nothing is about learning anymore, it’s about 
completing assignments and getting the 

credit.”

“Online learning is only reading and making 
forum posts and writing essays. I am not 

learning to understand rather reading in order 
to make passive discussion posts”

ENGAGEMENT
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WORK LOAD
Students reported having a higher workload than 
in previous years. Students felt overwhelmed with 
smaller, more frequent assignments and expressed 
concerns over their ability to keep up with coursework.

“[I have] no time to actually watch lectures and do 
readings because I have a million forums, reading 
reflections, and assignments due!”

“There is a much higher workload than in-person 
classes. I feel like I’m just submitting assignments 
and not actually learning the material.”

“I feel inundated with deadlines for useless projects 
like forum posts and mini-quizzes. I constantly feel 
overwhelmed with work much more than I have felt 
in my previous three years of university.” 

“Professors have changed syllabuses to require 
multiple weekly submissions that allow no time for 
review or material absorption.”

“I’m scrambling every week to finish all my weekly 
assignments since there are multiple weekly 
assignments for all my classes. I can’t actually take 
time to comprehend stuff because we just submit 
assignments and move onto the next one.”

“Many of my classes post videos on the context of 
the lesson beforehand, and the lectures are just 
clearing up concepts. It is twice the work than it 
would have been in person”

“We are just trying to get by doing assignment by 
assignment with the amount of work expected from 
us.”

“I usually take 5 courses, but this year I’m only 
in three. However, this is the heaviest workload 
I’ve had (and I’m in my fifth year). It’s extremely 
difficult to succeed when there is something due 
almost every day in each class (reading response 
forms, discussion, etc.). It is especially difficult when 
professors do not release videos and questions until 
right before the due date so I cannot even work 
ahead.”

“Professors have opted to put more emphasis on 
deadlines than the actual learning. I am constantly 
scrambling to meet deadlines and not focusing on 
what I am actually learning.”

“Students have been giving much smaller 
assignments, that make reading all material given 
near impossible”

“I am having a harder time finding deadlines and I 
feel like everything is out of place. I’m nervous if I 
missed any deadlines and I feel like there is a barrier 
between me and my professors”

“It seems to be more of an importance on handing 
in assignments and all participation marks are from 
written things; less about learning more about 
getting things done.”
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“It’s very isolating, learning remotely. We don’t get to connect with 
our classmates to discuss the material, work together to study and 
better understand the context, or see if anyone else is struggling 
with online learning to know we’re not alone. I feel as though I’m 
teaching myself most of the content and struggling to get good 
grades because we can’t be in person to discuss the materials 
further.”

“It’s hard to make personal and academic connections. Video calls 
only allow for one person to speak at a time which affects natural 
conversation flow, making it harder to engage with the material 
and have seminar discussion”

“Being in person makes it easier to ask your peers questions. It is 
also a good place to see your friends and make study buddies. You 
can make study groups and meet people in your program when 
it’s in person. I know two people in my program currently and it’s 
nearly impossible to actually meet people online (especially for me 
since 4/5 of my classes are not live zoom lectures).”

“There is limited class interaction, you cannot meet and work with 
peers or get to know your classmates who you don’t know. If you 
are in a class where you already don’t know somebody it can be 
a bit daunting because you don’t feel comfortable asking a class-
mate for help because you don’t know them.” 

SOCIALIZING AND 
SOCIAL INTERACTION

Students were concerned about 
the lack of social interaction 

between students, professors and 
their peers. For many. Socializing 

was an important part of their 
learning experience and their 

mental health.
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SOCIALIZING AND 
SOCIAL INTERACTION

“I do not believe online learning offers the same learning experiences or support 
as in-class learning. First, students may be less likely to ask questions on an 
online platform. Next, there are fewer opportunities for students to engage with 
professors either before, during, or after class. Lastly, professors are less likely to 
gauge their students because a majority of students have their cameras off during 
class. For example, in an in-person environment, a professor may be able to see 
the confused looks on students’ faces, whereas this is less likely to happen in an 
online environment.”

“It is a lot more difficult to communicate with classmates and the professor (i.e. 
group work, general questions, hard to interpret tone over written message, etc.), 
which can stifle ideas from being shared and learning being acquired at the same 
rate/level.” 

“Some professors already struggled with responding to emails or engaging 
students but at least you could find them in person, now if they don’t want to help 
you they simply don’t. It’s harder to find and participate in extracurriculars and 
experiential learning because the online environment simply doesn’t bode well to 
that.”

“I believe many things get lost in translation over the Internet because we’re 
learning from a screen rather than face to face. We no longer have the 
opportunity to have live discussions or ask questions about lectures while our 
profs are in front of us.”

“It’s very difficult to connect with peers and form small study groups, profs don’t 
provide the same assistance as usual”

“I learn much better in a class setting where I can bounce ideas off fellow students 
to help understand something better, asking questions is much easier in person”

“Profs have shortened their courses, or don’t spend as much time answering 
student questions or facilitating discussions that are crucial to student learning”

“Professors are harder to contact, it’s harder to make connections, and people’s 
mental health is suffering.”
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HANDS-ON LEARNING
The lack of hands-on learning opportunities makes it difficult for some students to 
understand the course material.

“My experiential classes are in a completely different style and I’m not acquiring new skills or learning new 
concepts. I find this online style extremely hard as a hands-on learner and like my experience is being cut 
drastically.”

“Online learning is not only more of a challenge, but it lacks the hands-on learning opportunities that 
labs offered as well as much of the time to practice and understand. Poorly recorded lectures and poorly 
assembled slideshows create a learning environment where students become anxious or even dread a 
specific class.“

“Online learning has further swayed in favour of the "teaching to be tested" style of running classes. By 
that, I mean the focus of classes is to pump out "busy work" assignments, or quickly cram and study content 
for a test or a quiz and then forget about it immediately, as opposed to hands-on learning or working on 
application-based projects.”

“I don't have the opportunity to dive into deeper conversations about what we're learning. I feel rushed 
when I raise my hand to speak because I know many other students have their hand raised, and there isn't 
enough time for us to fully communicate our thoughts, questions, or responses to other students' ideas.”

“My classes have been very subpar and underwhelming with the content and the way in which it is 
presented. Half of my classes professors have not even recorded lectures they simply assign assignments 
and quizzes every week and tell us to read something. That is literally me teaching myself and then quizzing 
me on it. I do not think it’s fair for professors to simply assign readings and quizzes without even making 
resources themselves.”

“An online collaborative word document DOES NOT replace or come close to the same value as a seminar 
(and yet it holds the same weight).”
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Students feel stressed out about courses, deadlines, and their overall 
workload. Students reported mental fatigue as a result of adjusting 
to online learning and the added stress of lacking physical separation 
between school and home.

AND MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES
ACADEMIC SUPPORT

“The psychological aspect of my bedroom being my school office is difficult and 
perhaps damaging as I find my happy place of being at home has merged with my 
place of study”

Some students did not feel comfortable discussing academic/mental 
health concerns in their current environment due to a lack of privacy.

“I think they're doing their best to make mental health services available but 
there will always be barriers to online services. For example, it may be harder 
for someone to access mental health services through a video call if someone in 
their household could be listening”

“I have adequate access to mental health services. The issue that I am having is 
that I do not necessarily feel comfortable discussing the matters in my current 
environment as others will be able to hear the conversation”

Yes [I have adequate access to mental health services]. But I just don't want 
to trek to school for some services. Also, having private conversations at home 
where it is so easy for anyone to barge into my room makes it difficult.

OVERALL MENTAL HEALTH

PRIVACY CONCERNS



HEALTH CONCERNS

LACK OF INFORMATION

On campuses where these services were offered in person, some students did not feel safe 
travelling to campus due to COVID-19 concerns

“Many campus supports are more difficult to reach, and it feels unsafe to go to campus. Some people didn't 
move back because of covid, so they can't access some campus resources (that they're still paying for) at all”

“I don't feel confident about the school’s covid precautions, and therefore I don’t feel safe going to campus 
to reach mental health resources, which are being offered in person. Academic advising is still online, but 
appointments, wait times, and email responses take longer.”

“I feel highly uncomfortable going to [campus] for mental health issues. I feel like I’m taking away a spot 
from someone who is truly ill and my mental health is taking a back seat. Additionally, I do not want to risk 
picking up a sickness.”

Students were unsure about how to access academic support and mental health services. For 
first-year students, especially, it was difficult to know what services were out there.

“I knew about them before or at least knew what room I could go to in order to access them. Now I have no 
idea about any of this stuff and I feel like the university hasn't reached out to ensure that we know these 
are still available”

“I've seen some social media posts about it, but I haven't received any direct emails. I still don't know who 
the best person/ office is to contact for mental health support.”

“Yes, I believe we have them but they are not also promoted so not everyone knows about it or feels they 
are comfortable enough to go ask for help. I know I am not.”

“I am aware of our mental health supports however I find it difficult to reach out online and it makes the 
whole process more intimidating.”

“I know the resources exist, but I don’t know where. However, this could be due to the fact that I’ve never 
felt the need to seek them out.”

“More outreach about how to virtually access these services would be useful”
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LONG WAIT TIMES
Students reported longer-than-usual wait times, which made it difficult to receive help when 
they needed it.

“It is difficult to access supports and get help if you 
are struggling with classwork or personal matters 
due to long waiting lists. This is especially difficult 
for first years as we do not know how the university 
works yet and it’s hard to know who to ask.”

“I needed help with a paper so I reached out to the 
learning services on campus. They scheduled me an 
appointment for the day after the assignment was 
due, I decided I would go anyway and see if I could 
learn anything for next time. Then they promptly 
cancelled the appointment a few hours before it 
happened with no explanation other than “sorry.”

“Receiving support from services, especially aca-
demic advising, is almost pointless. The wait times 
are so long that by the time students are able to see 
them it is often too late.”

“There are always long wait times to the student 
health centre and I am not convinced the university 
cares about student’s mental health at all.”

I don’t even have time to use the services because of 
the overwhelming amount of work that requires all 
of my time and attention.”

“I think there have been some good steps to adapt 
the services, but I have noticed that the support 
services take longer to reply to emails than usual.”

“It is hard to access supports when they are only 
doing small time-slots for meetings”

“It takes days to get an email back and even longer 
to book an appointment”
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LIMITED ACCESS
For students who accessed counselling sessions online, they expressed 
concerns over the lack of personal interaction. This made it difficult to 
receive adequate support.

“I accessed these services and after three 
appointments my counsellor told me that we 
were done even though I felt zero improve-

ments”

“I can only reach the academic advisor by 
email and it takes forever for a reply. You 

can’t book actual appointments with them 
so having your questions answered doesn’t 

always feel like you’re receiving help.”

“I have adequate access to my institution’s 
mental health and/or academic support 
services. However, I feel that I am less likely 
to reach out to support systems online rather 
than if I was in person.”

“I don’t think going to a math clinic online 
or emailing a counsellor is helpful at all.”

“Academic support is more effective in 
person. I feel like my mental health is 

deteriorating because of how long I have 
to stare at a screen. Seeking academic 
support online which doesn’t have any 

effect makes it even worse.”

“Talking to a counsellor or tutor online is 
not as good in-person. The human con-

nection is not there, and for counselling, I 
rely on the privacy of their office space to 

talk, which I do not have at home.”

“I have not received adequate mental 
health services. Being physically present 

means a lot for people struggling with 
mental health”

“I have reached out to academic support 
but felt like the response was not as 

helpful or as fully involved as I would have 
liked.”
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POSITIVE FEEDBACK
Not all students had a negative experience, some students reported positive learning 
outcomes in their online courses.

“I believe online learning offers the same value as in-class learning. Although students may be more likely 
to engage with the material in an in-person format, I believe with more effort students can still receive the 
same valuable material from online learning.”

“For the better, with online learning, I can pace the lecture myself unlike before when I would get left behind 
if the professor got too fast for me. My teachers are coming up with all these new ways to make up for the 
lack of interaction which is beneficial but taking up too much of the time I would have used to go through 
the content and do readings.”

“ Some professors are trying so hard to ensure that we get the best education possible online.” 

“Personally I have not had a problem with receiving adequate support with my learning. However, the dif-
ference between online and in-class learning is the social experience and interacting with classmates, TA’s, 
and Profs, to talk about the material. Yes, we can talk online, but it is not the same.”

“It [online learning] definitely does not offer the same learning experiences because it is an entirely different 
medium. You can still learn a lot from the course, but it is absolutely not the same learning experience. I 
think support is actually better because it forces professors to regularly check their emails.”

“I would prefer that mental health services were in person but the school is doing a great job of providing 
off-campus services.”

“I do believe I have adequate access to my university’s mental health services but it was a lot easier when 
things were in person, as I could schedule appointments for that day and actually see the counsellor. Aca-
demic support services are the same, they could use a lot of work.”
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REPORT ON ONLINE LEARNING
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