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The Student Success Issue



Somewhere between measuring 
student-to-faculty ratios, deferred 
maintenance bills, and post-
graduation employment rates, what 
is meant by a “high-quality post-
secondary experience” has for a long 
while been difficult to pin down. Now 

there are indications that the tide is turning, thanks to the emergence 
of a new way of looking at this age-old question, through the lens of 
student success. Student success takes the issue of quality and focuses 
it squarely on the student. Rather than defining quality by simply 
tracking inputs, such as resources from the government, it asks what 
traits should a successful student embody, and what role each of us 
must play in promoting this success. 

Conventionally, success has been characterized by a student persisting 
through to graduation,  thus much of the initial discussion has focused 
on increasing retention and graduation rates. But simply graduating 
is no longer enough. Increasing attention is now being paid to how 
we can strengthen the learning environment both inside and outside 
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Welcome to the seventh edition of 
OUSA’s Educated Solutions Magazine. 
Each year we have challenged 
ourselves to make a better magazine, 
with more influential contributors, 
thought-provoking debate, and high-
quality submissions from a variety 
of partners throughout the post-

secondary education sector. 

Educated Solutions is a tool for students, administration, faculty, staff, 
government, alumni, and researchers to present ideas, perspectives, 
and opinions on the state of our post-secondary education system. 
This issue focuses on the notion of student success, an idea that 
merges many traditional themes of quality through the lens of the 

the classroom so that students graduate with the knowledge and 
skills that will ensure their success throughout their lives. This means  
re-examining our reliance on the traditional lecture method of teaching 
and placing greater emphasis on active learning techniques. It means 
recognizing the role that volunteering, community involvement, and 
international experiences play in shaping a successful graduate. And 
it means ensuring that strong student supports are in place to provide 
assistance when it is needed most. 

While we welcome a growing focus on student success, this shift also 
places greater responsibility on us, as students, to define what it is that 
we want from our higher education system. This edition of Educated 
Solutions examines a number of ideas that are central to the notion of 
student success, and it is my hope the diversity of opinions presented 
here will help you to reflect upon what student success means to 
you. But don’t stop there. The advocacy efforts of OUSA rely on your 
input, so please send me your thoughts directly, or speak with your 
elected representatives about what must be done to ensure a bright 
and successful future for all.  

 -Meaghan Coker

student. It includes the classroom experience, the broader learning 
environment, student support services, and many more of the 
components necessary to ensure students succeed in their education 
and beyond. 

OUSA has had a great year of successes and growth as an organization. 
The past year has seen students better equipped to advocate for their 
needs, communicate their issues, and conduct high-quality research to 
inform their advocacy. OUSA’s growth past 15 years of success comes 
down to this magazine’s title, educated solutions. OUSA’s history 
of providing educated solutions to problems facing undergraduate 
students has helped us become thought leaders in the sector. This 
issue of Educated Solutions is a continuation and celebration of our 
collaborative approach to the ongoing discussion of how to improve 
post-secondary education in Ontario.

-Alvin Tedjo

   PResIdenT’s MessAGe:            president@ousa.on.ca

   edITOR’s MessAGe:           communications@ousa.on.ca



I am constantly meetIng people whose lives have 
been transformed by education, and I often tell the story of my 
own dad, who received a two hundred dollar scholarship to go to 
University of Toronto in 1932 and whose whole life was changed 
as a result.
What is clear today is that only a consistent public policy that 
puts Ontario in a position of real leadership will ensure both 
opportunity and excellence for our people.
When Premier McGuinty asked me to undertake a review 
of Ontario’s higher education system, I found that we were 
beginning to pay the price for complacency. There are pockets of 
real strength in the system, but more focus and more investment 
remain necessary.
The challenge is just as strong today - Ontario has stopped 
falling behind, but there is, once again, a risk that a period of 
financial retrenchment will lead to short-term decisions that will 
hurt the system and hurt the necessary goals of opportunity and 
excellence.
My report found that we still don’t have a coordinated college/
university system, that we were not making the necessary 
investments in graduate education, and that financial barriers 
are still blocking the way for too many potential students. We’ve 
made some progress in dealing with these challenges, but much 
remains to be done. It may well be that the Higher Education 
Quality Council of Ontario, created by the McGuinty government 
in response to one of my recommendations, needs to be given 
a clear legislative mandate to ensure more progress in all these 
areas. 
New studies confirm the sense that decisions about higher 
education are actually made early on in life. Since we know more 
and more jobs will require higher education, it makes sense to 
start raising expectations and ambitions sooner, especially if we 
understand that apprenticeship and training are an integral part 
of the higher education stream.
Is it realistic to think that new investments can be made in a 

time of financial restraint? At the very least, the McGuinty 
government has to respond to the continuing crisis in student aid 
and increasing costs as higher unemployment puts more financial 
pressure on working families. 
The simple fact is that as recovery comes, which it will, Ontario’s 
higher education system will make it possible for the province to 
do even better. If we make the mistake of cutting back, the entire 
provincial economy will be poorer.
It’s important that Ontario’s students remain at the forefront of the 
public debate. OUSA has always done an outstanding job in this 
regard, and has in many ways led the argument for a continued 
focus on investment in higher education. Avoiding ideological 
excess every step of the way, OUSA has commissioned research, 
documented the failures of public policy, and pointed the way to 
a better approach. 
The report that I wrote was not the “last word” on the subject. It 
was in fact the beginning of a public discussion that fortunately 
found resonance in the Premier’s office, the legislature, and 
ultimately several provincial budgets. 
We are now at a critical point. We need to expand enrolment 
in technical, undergraduate, and graduate education; create 
a seamless transition for students from college to university; 
encourage savings by parents and students alike; place a renewed 
focus on student success; and ensure that the link between higher 
education and the innovative economy is made even stronger.
This can be done and is especially important in a period of 
profound economic change. I congratulate OUSA on keeping 
the debate alive, focused, and looking for solutions rather than 
rhetoric. 

The Honourable Bob Rae is the former Premier of Ontario, 
author of Ontario: A Leader in Learning—a comprehensive 
review of post-secondary education in Ontario, and current 
Member of Parliament for Toronto Centre.

Foreword  
  By the honourable Bob Rae
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Photo: Bob Rae speaks at OUSA’s 
Partners in Higher Education Dinner



Ian D. clark, former federal deputy minister and president of the Council of 
Ontario Universities, is a professor in the School of Public Policy and Governance, 
University of Toronto. greg moran, former Dean of Graduate Studies and 
Academic Vice-President, is a professor and member of both the clinical and 
developmental groups within the Department of Psychology, University of Western 
Ontario. mIchael skolnIk, former William G. Davis Chair in Community College 
Leadership in the University of Toronto, is professor emeritus in the Ontario Institute 
for Studies in Education, University of Toronto. DavID trIck, former Assistant 
Deputy Mininster of Postsecondary Education and founding CEO of Guelph-Humber, 
is president of David Trick and Associates, consultants in higher education strategy 
and management. (Top L - Clark, Top R - Moran, Bot. L - Skolnik, Bot. R - Trick)

patrIck Deane was installed 
as President and Vice-Chancellor of 
McMaster University in July of this 
year. He previously spent five years as 
Vice-Principal Academic at Queen’s 
University. Dr. Deane, a native of 

South Africa and a scholar of English Literature, came 
to Canada in 1978 to pursue an MA and PhD from the 
University of Western Ontario. He and his wife Sheila 
raise sheep and horses in their spare time, and have a 
son and daughter currently in university.

rIcharD WIggers is a Research 
Director at the Higher Education Quality 
Council of Ontario, responsible for 
Student Services and Teaching & Learning 
research projects. He holds a Ph.D. from 
Georgetown University. He has more than a 

dozen publications and nearly 100 presentations at academic 
conferences across North America.

Contributors 

sam anDrey is currently the 
Director of Research & Policy 
Analysis at OUSA, and has 
been an active volunteer of the 
organization for nearly his entire 
university education. Sam joined 

OUSA after completing his degree in biochemistry 
at the University of Waterloo, where he also worked 
extensively with the student association.
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JIm robeson attended St. Lawrence 
College in Kingston, receiving an 
Advanced Diploma in Business 
Administration—Marketing. During his 
studies, Robeson served as president of 
the student association. With a continued 

devotion to, and belief in, the value of a college education, 
Robeson became Director of Advocacy at the College 
Student Alliance in May of this year.

brUce mItchell has been Associate 
Provost, Academic and Student Affairs 
at the University of Waterloo since 
2003, and is responsible for the Office of 
Academic Integrity. 

Faye schUltZ is the Assistant to the 
Associate Provost, Academic and Student 
Affairs at the University of Waterloo, 
providing oversight and introducing 
initiatives and educational opportunities.

sylvIe albert has a Doctorate in 
Business Administration, is a certified 
Economic Developer and is currently 
the Human Resource Manager and 
Assistant Professor of Strategy in the 
Faculty of Management at Laurentian 

University. Dr. Albert has acted as project manager for many 
telecommunication networks across Canada.
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Year in Review 
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oUsa held a 
productive Lobby 
conference at 
Queen’s park where 
students individually 
met with over 60 
mpps and 19 cabinet 
ministers

oUsa’s 3rd annual  
Blue chair campaign 
raised significant funds 
and awareness for  
access to  
post-secondary  
education

oUsa’s Food for 
Thought campaign 
garnered significant 
media attention as it 
followed four students’ 
efforts to live on 
osap’s $7.50 daily 
food allowance

spring General 
Assembly hosted 
by the University 
students’ council of 
University of Western 
ontario in london was 
a huge success

With our partners, oUsa 
co-hosted a conversation 
on the Ontario Online 
Institute, with special 
guest speaker Dr. grace 
lynch from open 
Universities australia

oUsa hosted its first ever 
student Roundtable on 
the topic of alternative 
cost-recovery models, 
with Dr. Ian clark as 
special guest moderator

oUsa had the 
opportunity to meet 
with Premier McGuinty 
about students’ 
post-secondary 
education concerns
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after 15 years of 
advocacy successes 
for students, oUsa 
celebrated its 15th 
Anniversary with an 
alumni dinner

the sixth annual Partners 
in higher education dinner 
featured keynote speakers 
Dr. Joy mighty and Dr. Julia 
christensen hughes, authors 
of taking stock: research 
on teaching & learning in 
higher education 

the annual oUsa 
Transition conference 
was a great 
opportunity for the 
incoming and outgoing 
presidents and steering 
committee members to 
share best practices

the strategic Planning 
conference was 
an intense week of 
strategy and planning 
for the upcoming year

It wouldn’t be 
september without 
campus Visits, as 
oUsa’s staff and 
executive spend two 
weeks on the road 
visiting each campus

as is traditional in the 
fall, oUsa’s student 
leaders met with 
Presidents, Principals 
and Provosts of our 
member schools

at the start of the 
new school year, the 
mcmaster students 
Union hosted oUsa’s 
annual Volunteer 
Training day
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LAuRIeR: There is a very exciting year in store for Laurier students as our university 
enters its centennial year. Over the next few weeks, full details will be released 
regarding the yearlong celebrations to mark this important occasion. There are 
also a number of changes occurring around campus as well. The WLUSU-run food 
court, The Terrace, is undergoing a seating expansion that will seat an additional 
100 students and will be finished by early December. The university administration 
also demonstrated its commitment to the quality of the student experience by 
restructuring the Student Affairs department. David McMurray has been promoted 
to Vice-President Student Affairs with Leanne Holland Brown appointed as the new 
Dean of Students for the Waterloo campus. The hiring process for a Brantford Dean 
of Students is also underway with an announcement to follow soon. Finally, as the 
Waterloo campus is nearing what is likely peak capacity, there are diligent efforts 
to create new academic programs at the Brantford campus as well as growing the 
physical footprint. In light of the growing demand in Ontario for increased university 
spaces, the administration is also continuing talks with the Town of Milton and 
the provincial government towards establishing a new Laurier Milton campus. This 
marks a very exciting point in time for the students, alumni and employees at Wilfrid 
Laurier University, and the WLUSU is glad to be a strong contributing partner in 
these new endeavours. 

WIndsOR: The University of Windsor Students’ Alliance (UWSA) is making advocacy a primary mission this year. Not only 
are we aiming to improve our external advocacy efforts with politicians, interest groups, and other stakeholders, but we are 
also seeking to focus attention on campus specific issues that deserve greater attention. Our first means to accomplish this is 
by increasing students’ awareness of their academic rights: specifically those rights mandated by the University Senate for the 
classroom. Through the production of a students’ rights handbook and information about resources available on campus, we are 
already seeing improvement in this awareness. The UWSA is also continuing to advocate for those students who cannot afford 
the rising costs of university. After the success of last year’s Blue Chair Campaign, we are looking forward to an even larger 
campaign this year with even more grassroots student participation. Another primary interest for the UWSA is raising awareness 
about international student issues on our campus. Windsor has the second largest student population of international students 
in Ontario per capita. Despite this, international student tuition is significantly higher than what domestic students pay, while 
they are commonly overrepresented in academic appeals and suffer from lower retention rates. It is our goal to remedy these 
situations by presenting a stronger position for international student rights. In time we hope that all international students will 
have access to a fair, affordable, and comprehensive educational experience. 

WATeRLOO: It has been an amazing start to the fall term 
here at the University of Waterloo. Students have been very 
active in discussing issues of differential tuition and teaching 
quality at UW, while proposing interesting solutions to these 
problems. This year the Feds’ Advocacy Street Team hopes 
to get off to a great start and make a difference with the 
Colour Me Educated campaign in the winter months. The 
Federation of Students is experiencing growth with the hiring 
of a Communication Coordinator and Student Program 
Coordinator. Each of these positions will help better connect 
with students and convey the information that is vital to 
student success. Moreover, there are many new volunteers 
working in the Education portfolio and with this new blood 
comes new ideas. Overall, it is shaping up to be a great year 
at UW. 

EDUCATED SOLUTIONS | updates
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McMAsTeR: The year has been going very well here at 
McMaster. A number of large projects are in the works to get 
students involved in advocacy and working to better their 
education. The week of October 18-22 saw the launch of Own 
Your Education Week on campus. This event combined many 
different events into one super advocacy week, including OUSA 
information tables in the Students Centre, a speaker’s corner for 
students to vent on academic issues, the running of OUSA focus 
groups, the conducting of a survey to replace our email system 
and an incredibly successful mayoral all-candidates debate. Of 
course, none of this would be possible without our volunteers, 
and the MSU is proud to say that we have record numbers joining 

the OUSA Street Team this year. Our team stands around 35 members at the moment, with more wanting to join. They will become the 
backbone of our advocacy efforts on campus this year and I know they will help us do great things. 

BROcK: It is another exciting year at Brock University. Our President, 
Dr. Jack Lightstone, has been re-appointed for another five years, our new 
International Centre has officially opened and is now in full operation, and 
construction on the new Cairns Family Health and Bioscience Complex 

continues. What’s more, there are five new building projects still waiting to break ground. This year also marks the 
40th anniversary of the Brock University Students’ Union (BUSU) and in celebration we have just launched our 40 
Neighbours Community Outreach Program to give back to the community and encourage positive relations between 
the students and community members. BUSU has also been working on a business incubator project in conjunction 
with Brock University. This project will encourage students’ entrepreneurial spirit by providing them with the space and 
services needed for successful business start-ups and community initiatives in the Niagara Region. BUSU is also looking 
to build a new Student Centre, which should be ready to go to referendum this winter for student funding. These are 
just some of the exciting initiatives that BUSU is working on this year. Stay up to date on the latest news on BUSU’s 
initiatives by visiting www.busu.net. 

Queen’s: This is a big year for academics at Queen’s. Over the 
summer the school has been consumed in the research and drafting 
of an Academic Plan, a strategic planning document that will set 
Queen’s priorities in the near future. Students have been working 
hard to make the process open to the community, and this high 
level of engagement is both influencing the plan and inspiring a 
culture of transparent planning at Queen’s. Additionally, Queen’s 
will be hosting the winter OUSA general assembly in March, and 
our campus coordinators are doing an excellent job with promotion 
and plans for engaging the student body. Locally, there a push for 
solar panels on Queen’s rooftops which is experiencing significant 
support from the administration.    

Campus Updates 
from Ontario 

WesTeRn: For the University of Western Ontario (UWO) and the University Students’ Council (USC), this continues to be another 
exciting year of transformation. A warm welcome has been extended to the new Provost and Vice-President Academic Dr. Janice 
Deakin, and construction on the USC’s student lounge renovation project has begun. Last year, the UWO student body approved a plan 
to create a facility that would meet the expanding demands of students. The USC is converting unused gym space into a 20,000 square 
foot lounge, study, and programmable activity space for students. One of the highlights of this renovation project is the landmark 
multi-faith room, which will be able to accommodate the many faith groups on UWO’s campus. Another important USC initiative is 
the formation of the Student Appeals Support Centre (SASC). The SASC is a new service staffed entirely by student volunteers that  
exists to provide confidential assistance and representation for undergraduate students facing an academic conflict with the university. 



Bringing Teaching-Oriented  
Faculty into the Mainstream 

By Ian d. clark, Greg Moran, Michael L. skolnik, and david Trick

Authors of Academic Transformation 
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In recent years, the public and the government 
have had a growing expectation that universities will 
produce knowledge that will enhance Canada’s economic 
well-being and international economic competitiveness. 
At the same time, the number of students seeking access 
to baccalaureate programs has skyrocketed. Enrolments 
have grown by over 100,000 in the past decade, and an 
additional 60,000-100,000 more students will want to 
attend university in the decade to come. Funding increases 
have not been sufficient to cover inflation and appoint 
the additional full-time faculty that would be necessary 
to keep pace with these demands.

The pressure on full-time faculty to do more research and 
to teach more students threatens to become unsustainable. 
Meanwhile, students’ needs are becoming more diverse: 
more students are entering university who require extra 
academic support in order to succeed.

We believe a compelling case can be made for expanding 
the number of faculty positions devoted primarily to 
teaching and making them part of the tenure stream. 
Faculty in these positions would predominantly be 
teachers, with a portion of time provided for keeping 
up-to-date in their discipline and for research that will 
improve teaching and learning. 

Such a move would depart from the current model in which 
almost all full-time faculty are expected to devote 40 per 
cent of their effort to teaching, 40 per cent to research, 
and 20 per cent to service. In this model, a typical full-
time faculty member teaches four one-semester courses 
per year.

The large increase in part-time instructors in recent years 
shows that this teacher-researcher model is in retreat. 
Instructors not engaged in discovery research have 
grown from being a relative rarity in the 1960s to being 
responsible for half or more of all undergraduate teaching 

in some of the largest university faculties today.

While greater resources—from government, student 
tuition, or both—are indeed needed, there is no reason 
to think they will be adequate to fund normal university 
inflation, increased research activity, and future enrolment 
growth based exclusively on the teacher-researcher 
model. As Ontario moves to a near-universal system of 
higher education, we need to plan for a system where 
the majority of undergraduate teaching will be conducted 
by faculty who are not substantially engaged in their 
own original research. Most of this instruction should be 
done by full-time members of faculty rather than those 
appointed on a course-by-course, part-time basis.

While it is widely claimed that faculty who are engaged 
in research are in a better position to be effective teachers, 
a recent survey of the literature on this question funded 
by the Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario 
highlighted several studies showing that there was no 
correlation (positive or negative) between faculty research 
and teaching effectiveness. Another comprehensive 
survey examined 58 studies on this topic and found the 
correlation between good teaching and good research was 
zero. The authors concluded that “the common belief that 
research and teaching are inextricably entwined is an 
enduring myth.”

Current practice in Ontario is that most teaching-oriented 
instructors are part-time. This means they are generally 
less available for duties that require a presence on 
campus and foster student success, such as meetings with 
students, professional development, program curriculum 
development, and departmental meetings. To the extent 
that they do not hold permanent appointments, they 
are not required or expected to participate in the self-
government of the university. The burdens and privileges 
of self-government fall almost entirely on full-time 
permanent faculty. Lacking security of employment or 
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other protections, part-time and temporary faculty are 
increasingly likely to adopt an industrial model of labour 
relations.

There are many Ph.D. holders who have an overriding 
love and commitment to undergraduate education, and 
who would gladly concentrate their academic effort on 
teaching if such stable, respected, full-time positions 
were available. Although these individuals would make 
excellent teachers of undergraduates, many of them are 
now working outside the university or as itinerant part-
time instructors. 

Others who do work full-time in universities currently 
devote time to research that could be spent more 
productively in teaching. One of the consequences of 
forced research is a torrent of pedestrian publishing that 
very few people read. If, instead, gifted teachers could 
spend more time teaching and gifted researchers could 
spend more time on research, the effectiveness of both 
teaching and research would be increased.

Many Ontario universities have formally established 
teaching-oriented full-time instructor posts 
in recent years with appropriate professional 
and career development policies and practises. 
Eight of the thirteen Ontario universities 
who responded to our survey on this subject 
confirmed that they have full-time teaching-
oriented positions. The number of such 
positions at each university ranges from 
fewer than ten to more than 300. Teaching-
oriented faculty typically have course loads 
of about eight one-term courses per year. The number of 
such positions is in some institutions tightly controlled 
by collective agreements. An analysis by the Ontario 
Confederation of University Faculty Associations reached 
similar conclusions. In only three of the universities cited 
in the OCUFA study are the full-time teaching positions 
in the tenure-stream, and they are confined to specific 
program areas, such as languages, and limited in number.

We hasten to add that we do not suggest the 
compartmentalization of the full-time professoriate 
into two separate camps, but rather that universities 
should move incrementally to foster more variation 
among faculty. Given current and anticipated levels of 
participation in undergraduate education, the proliferation 
and acceptance of such predominantly teaching full-time 
appointments would complement the typical teacher-
researcher role to the benefit of members of faculty, 
students, the university, and the society at large. 

Three related further points must be made. First, it would 
be both unrealistic and undesirable to imagine that part-
time contract positions would be eliminated entirely. 
Such instructors often provide outstanding instruction in 

subject areas where sufficient numbers of full-time faculty 
are unavailable. In addition, these same appointments 
provide welcome experience and funding for some senior 
graduate students. 

Second, it is important that universities more fully 
acknowledge and embrace the central role that part-time 
contract faculty play in the fulfillment of their teaching 
and, indirectly, their research mission. Such a change 
would involve an increased level of engagement of part-
time instructors in the academic life of the institution, the 
provision of adequate resources to support their teaching, 
and the application of high standards for appointment 
and performance evaluation of their teaching.

Finally, although the model suggested here has many 
substantial advantages, it is undeniably likely to involve 
increased net costs relative to the current heavy reliance 
on course-by-course instructors. Our argument is that 
the ever-growing reliance on part-time faculty is not 
sustainable and does not best serve the interests of 
undergraduate students. It seems increasingly likely that 

the contingent workforce will become regularized, with 
greater security of employment and salary levels that 
reduce the current financial benefit to the university of 
hiring part-time instructors. There is a substantial public 
interest in ensuring that this transition takes place without 
lengthy disruptions in students’ education, and without 
moving to a universal teacher-researcher model that is 
financially unsupportable in a near-universal system of 
higher education.  

It is time to adopt an approach that is capable of delivering 
an undergraduate education of high quality within the 
reasonable limits of funding available from the individual 
student and a government faced with the challenges of 
supporting a post-secondary educational system that is 
quickly approaching universal participation. 

Ian D. Clark, Greg Moran, Michael L. Skolnik, and David 
Trick are the authors of Academic Transformation: The 
Forces Reshaping Higher Education in Ontario (Montreal 
and Kingston: Queen’s Policy Studies Series, McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2009).

The pressure on full-time faculty to do 
more research and to teach more students 
threatens to become unsustainable. 
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Social and Economic Progress: 
The Case for Credit Transfer  

By Jim Robeson

Director of Advocacy, College Student Alliance
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eDUcatIonal achIevement among 
a populace is a principal ingredient for 
promoting social stability and progress. 
Higher education does not just lead to higher 
earnings for the graduate. Those with a higher 
education also tend to enjoy better health, 
lower crime rates, and enhanced community 
involvement. Promoting learning among our 
populace promotes social progress, albeit in 
some indirect ways. 

As we have come to see, the job opportunities 
available to those without a post-secondary 
education are fewer and much farther 
between than those with post-secondary. 
As the workplace has become increasingly 
complicated with the emergence of 
specialized technology, employers have 

demanded graduates with specialized skills. 
This has precipitated the need for more 
people to access education.

Ontario colleges of applied arts and 
technology, as well as institutes of technology 
and advanced learning, were established to 
support educational accessibility. Decision-
makers opted to create colleges in the 
1960s in anticipation of the need for highly 
skilled workers in greater numbers. Colleges 
and universities have both contributed 
significantly to the value and number 
of skilled workers in Ontario. However, 
Ontario’s post-secondary system remains 
incomplete, potentially preventing many 
students from achieving success. 

Credit transfer—the transition and recognition 
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of prior learning from one program to another—is 
crucial to the concept of student success. Ontario 
students’ capacity for reaching their full learning 
potential is not supported by the current  patchwork of 
bilateral agreements for the transfer of select courses 
between particular institutions. Students are often 
forced to retake nearly identical courses, often with 
the same textbooks. It is not uncommon for there to 
be a cap on transfer credits, even for elective courses, 
and for students to lose entire semesters or years 
when switching between institutions. Delays in credit 
transfer and a lack of transparency in the decision-
making process are frequent criticisms. Finally, 
bridging programs or prior learning assessments are 
few and far between. 

Both transparent program learning objectives and 
prior learning assessment are central to credit 
transfer. Institutions must understand how to translate 
credentials foreign to their institution. Requesting 
any student to duplicate observable prior learning 
is ineffective; it delays entry into the workforce and 
deters the students from continuing their studies. 
Duplication of prior learning is also more costly. If 
a credit transfer system could adequately assess prior 
learning, then students and government alike would 
save considerable amounts in operating funding 
and financial assistance money. For example, a 2010 
Centre for Spatial Economics study identified that if 
65% of a student’s transferable credits are accepted, 
the student can save at least $26,000. With cost being 
a significant deterrent to continuing one’s learning in 
Ontario, many college graduates are continuing studies 
elsewhere. These potential contributors to Ontario’s 
human capital may never return to the province. 

The accessibility of education is compromised by the 
current lack of credit transfer, and Ontario cannot 
afford to have talented individuals leaving the 
province. Roughly 30% of college students in Ontario 
have a desire to complete undergraduate or graduate 
studies following the completion of a college diploma. 
Colleges Ontario’s report, Student Mobility Between 
Ontario’s Colleges and Universities, indicated that 
unfortunately, only 7% of college graduates end up 
actually enrolling in a university program.

However, we can turn to a few examples in Ontario for 
inspiration. Ryerson University and York University 
have been steadfast leaders in the practice of credit 
transfer. Both Ryerson and York accepted an average 
of 59% of the credits earned in a college diploma 
program. However, what is still troublesome is that 
these two institutions account for a disproportionate 
amount of credit transfer—well over one-third the 
Ontario total.

The market indicates that college-to-university 
demands for education are increasing. Students and 
government alike are recognizing that credit transfer 
is important for the future of Ontario’s post-secondary 
system. It is up to the entire system to seize this 
opportunity to create a new chapter in Ontario’s post-
secondary education system. Without credit transfer, 

students and the government will continue to incur 
unnecessary costs and risk losing our current and 
future talent to other jurisdictions. 

This decade marks a perfect time to fulfill the call for 
change and improvement to credit transfer programs. 
As Ontario looks to produce a greater share of the 
world’s innovation, attract more of the best talent, 
and welcome more of the world’s business, we must 
ask ourselves: how many of the best and brightest 
will choose to go to an Ontario university? Some 
of tomorrow’s best leaders will be those with both a 
college and university experience. 

According to the Centre for Spatial Economics, over 
the next decade, Ontario universities will see an 
84% increase in the number of students that register 
after graduating from an Ontario college with the 
implementation of a credit transfer system. As the 
post-secondary landscape changes, it is crucial that 
credit transfer remains at the forefront of an effort to 
enhance the marketability of our graduates and our 
global economic competitiveness, but to also reach the 
standard of quality that we consider student success. 

Jim Robeson attended St. Lawrence College in Kingston, 
receiving an Advanced Diploma in Business Administra-
tion—Marketing and was class of 2008 valedictorian. 
During his studies, Robeson served as President of the 
student association, governor of the college’s board, 
regional director of the College Student Alliance (CSA) 
Board of Directors and later as the CSA Vice-President. 
With a continued devotion to, and belief in, the value of a 
college education, Robeson became Director of Advocacy 
at the CSA in May of this year.

Credit transfer—the translation and 
recognition of prior learning from 
one program to another—is crucial 
to the concept of student success.
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the recent oUsa sUrvey, “What Students 
Want,” confirms that students in Ontario place a high 
premium on the quality of teaching and of professorial 
engagement in the province’s universities. This is hardly 
surprising: after all, the decision to pursue higher 
education necessitates considerable sacrifice on the part 
of most students and their families, and who would not 
care that the sacrifice be worthwhile? Who would not 
want the commitment to three or four years of study to 
be fruitful and to end in success? And who would not 
accept that the quality of the learning experience—and 
hence the quality of “teaching,” broadly construed—is 
fundamental to students’ success?

It is not uncommon for professors to lament that their 
students display what is essentially a travesty of this 
reasonable position, an expectation that the sacrifices 
they have made “buy” students the right to certain 
things: the time and full attention of their professors, 
then credit for the course and eventually a degree. It is 

certainly possible that recent increases in tuition fees 
have fostered a consumerist attitude in some students, 
but I doubt this is an altogether new phenomenon.  
Nor do I think the prevalence of such attitudes is as 
widespread as is sometimes asserted. That students 
are making demands of their professors and of the 
universities at large is a sign not of declining values 
amongst the young, but of students’ desire to make 
their educational experiences count, to be successful.

Success cannot be achieved before it is defined. For 
one student, academic success might mean simply 
the completion of a course of study prescribed by a 
professional body for those who wish to join its ranks. 
For another, it might mean a general broadening and 
deepening of the intellectual horizon, something that 
might be realized through a wide range of possible 
courses and programs, and without reference to specific 
professional requirements. If these are very different 
conceptions of success, they are nevertheless not 



Educated Solutions Fall 2010 • 15

incompatible. There is no reason why the intellectual 
horizons of a medical or engineering student should 
not be broadened by their studies, notwithstanding the 
relatively strict way in which their program options are 
constrained. Similarly, there has been plenty of evidence 
adduced in recent years that a course of study in the 
liberal arts and science can be excellent preparation for 
success in specialized professional fields.

It is important that we not define student success 
ideologically, which is to say we should not assume the 
self-evident desirability either of securing a professional 
credential, or of not securing 
one. Obviously, if a student 
wishes to become a physician, 
simply receiving the approved 
credential is one measure of 
success. But if it matters what 
kind of a physician the student 
will be, or how effectively 
that individual’s practice of 
medicine will sustain health 
and wellness in his or her 
community, or how becoming 
a physician will shape that 
person’s life, we will need different, more profound 
definitions and measures of success. 

In Ontario’s universities, the quality assurance regime 
is now sharply, and rightly, focused on outcomes. A 
framework of University Undergraduate Degree-Level 
Expectations (or UUDLES, as they are called) is a key 
point of reference for all undergraduate program 
reviews, and institutions have committed themselves to 
aligning programs of study more rigorously to desired 
outcomes than has hitherto been the case. The potential 
for student success in any particular course of study 
is now seen as inextricably linked to the success of 
the course itself, to the effectiveness with which each 
element is oriented to a well-conceived and clearly-
articulated end. 

All of this means that students are absolutely correct 
to be concerned about the quality of the educational 
experience. To hold their universities and individual 
professors accountable for the value of that experience 
is an expression not of their base consumerism, but 
of their recognition that in the learning process the 
stakes are profound.  On campuses across the province, 
students are organizing town hall meetings and panel 
discussions on the quality of teaching, and this is all to 
be applauded. 

It is important, however, that the terms of those 
discussions not be too narrow. The OUSA survey 
asked respondents to identify factors that were “most 
important in determining whether a professor is a 

That students are making demands of their 
professors and of the universities at large 
is a sign not of declining values amongst 
the young, but of students’ desire to make 
their educational experiences count, to be 
successful.

quality teacher,” and there is much to be learned from 
the replies received. But if we focus exclusively on the 
person of the teacher in any educational encounter, 
we will have what is at best only a partial accounting 
of the educational experience. Pedagogy needs to be 
understood as process, one in which an “instructor” 
may or may not have a prominent role, but the whole 
of which is to be assessed in relation to its outcome 
in terms of student learning. Discussions on this topic 
frequently assume that all learning experiences will 
be some sort of variant on the lecturer-auditor model, 

as in the high premium placed in the OUSA survey 
on “engaging presence in the classroom,” but there 
are of course radically different ways to structure the 
educational moment.

Half a century ago Thomas Kuhn, the American 
philosopher of science, noted that for the most part 
we only ever “discover” what our existing intellectual 
paradigms will permit us to discover, that there is in that 
sense rarely anything absolutely new. For that reason 
we need to test paradigms continually, and this is no 
less true of pedagogy than of physics. While I celebrate 
and support students’ engagement with the quality 
of teaching, I encourage them to go much further: to 
work with their professors and other university leaders 
to reconsider the goals and processes of undergraduate 
learning. In such a dialogue I would find the most 
profound confirmation of student success.  

Patrick Deane was installed as President and Vice-
Chancellor of McMaster University in July of this year. He 
previously spent five years as Vice-Principal Academic at 
Queen’s University. Dr. Deane, a native of South Africa 
and a scholar of English Literature, came to Canada in 
1978 to pursue an MA and PhD from the University of 
Western Ontario. He and his wife Sheila raise sheep and 
horses in their spare time, and have a son and daughter 
currently in university.



 16 • Educated Solutions Fall 2010

stUDent retentIon (and its inverse, attrition) 
continues to increase in complexity and implications, and 
as a result, universities need to become more strategic 
in responding. Much like client retention is important to 
business because it reduces the cost of attraction, student 
attrition is viewed as even more critical because it represents 
a potential cost to both educational institutions and to 
society. The perceived impact has fuelled a protectionist 
attitude toward retention initiatives, even in a tighter 
budget environment, and promoted an increasingly larger 
menu of strategies. Yet student retention is not fully 
within the control of educational institution; it never 
was and may be increasingly less so. Retention may have 
become an art rather than a science, and if we want to be 
efficient, we will need to take a closer look at the needs of 
our various student populations and at the strategies that 
we choose to facilitate retention.

With our universities now serving a greater and more 
diverse portion of society, there is increased pressure to 
understand the many factors impacting retention and 
to design new strategies around the changing needs 
of our students. If we are to better target our retention 
efforts to those who would most benefit, we must involve 
students and other stakeholders in these discussions. 
Universities do currently invest heavily in those areas 
thought to have an impact on student academic success: 
preparation, transition programming, first year experience 

The Evolution of Retention 
By sylvie Albert

Assistant Professor of Strategy in the  

Faculty of Management, Laurentian University 

programming, and academic advising that identifies 
students-at-risk and intervenes to help them. Universities 
also invest in the provision of integrated services, 
curricular and co-curricular, to benefit the whole student. 

But despite all we know about the diversity of reasons 
students have for dropping out, retention remains a 
summational index, one that attempts to respond in a very 
general way to the overall quality of the student experience 
and the world of possibilities offered up to students in 
a variety of ways. Many other factors in students’ lives 
affect retention, such as the prevalence of dysfunctional 
and disruptive behaviours, financial and familial stressors, 
the attraction of full-time work, counselling received prior 
to enrolment, and so forth. In other words, part of the 
attrition rate may be unlikely to move significantly with 
the introduction of targeted ameliorations. It would take 
generations to be addressed in a significant way with a 
need to involve stakeholders outside the university to make 
a real difference. Indeed, most retention efforts ignore the 
diversity that characterizes attrition causality and aggregate 
the data in ways that may mask the complex challenges 
to retention. We are working within an environment of 
generational differences, as well as younger students, 
more international students, a larger proportion of older 
students, and different entry points for students (such 
as those coming from colleges). These changes require a 
rethinking of how we will deliver the retention agenda.   
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Beyond the ‘what’ we do to minimize attrition, we should 
also consider ‘why’ we need retention strategies and think 
about our expectations in this regard. Our efforts may be 
better spent identifying where the line is that separates 
good student-success initiatives from academically-
unpalatable “retention at all costs” strategies and 
determining how we will know if a university crosses 
that line. We should consider what success truly means 
and think about the fact that pausing or dropping out 
altogether may be in the best interest of the student and 
perhaps even of society. 

In addition, we live in an environment where growth is an 
important government agenda and, thus,  retention as a key 
performance indicator may be counterproductive. Growth 
objectives are correlated to attrition in that universities 
which openly welcome students are negatively affected by 
government performance indicators pegged to retention. 
In other words, if universities are evaluated based on 
retention, then they will try harder to decrease attrition. 
This may sound good, but for some universities, it means 
only accepting students with high grades because they are 
more likely to persist or limiting transfer credits from one 
institution to another. If we want more open access then 
we will likely get more attrition and therefore, we have to 
be careful on what we expect from institutions. 

We may even need to consider a structural attrition rate that 
cannot or perhaps should not be reduced through social-
academic “engineering”. Similar to structural unemployment 
that sets aside a percentage of the unemployment figure to 
account for those in movement between jobs and not likely 
to find a job, it would capture a normal or expected rate of 
attribution and only those above the floor would have to 
be concerned. It opens the door to more discussion around 
how we measure attrition or retention. As noted by Dr. 
Richard Dominic Wiggers of the Higher Education Quality 
Council of Ontario (HEQCO) in a presentation to the Council 
of Ontario Universities Academic Colleagues in February 
2010, “a student who leaves a particular postsecondary 
education program or institution is not necessarily a loss 
to the post-secondary education system as a whole, and 
may well go on to continue and complete a post-secondary 
education program elsewhere”. Our statistics are not 
capturing this type of student mobility and an institution 
should not be penalised for high attrition rates when a 
student decides to move to another institution or to take 
a break from their studies.  It may be time to invest in 
an Ontario retention evaluation system that would track 
students over time, as was done by the recent efforts of the 
Maritime post-secondary education institutions. It would 
allow Ontario universities to better assess students who 
return, entering programs in colleges, and moving across 
institutions. The introduction of Postsecondary Student 
Information Systems and the Ontario Education Number 
will facilitate this tracking process. 

In summary, this article proposed several changes to the 
retention agenda: 1) to design retention strategies around 
the changing needs of students which means not only 
involving students themselves in the planning process, 
but also other community stakeholders that are likely 
to have an impact; 2) to remove provincial evaluation 
mechanisms on retention that penalize universities for 
having an open access system and place expectations on 
persistence that may not be in the best interest of the 
student and perhaps even of society; and 3) to develop 
a more comprehensive tracking system that would 
shed more light on attrition and allow for an improved 
evaluation of student success. 

Sylvie Albert is the co-chair of the Academic Colleagues 
at the Council of Ontario Universities, the Director of the 
Management Development Centre at Laurentian University, 
and teaches Strategy within its Faculty of Management.

Most retention efforts ignore 
the diversity that characterizes 
attrition causality and aggregate 
the data in ways that may mask the 
complex challenges to retention.



over ten years ago, the Center for Academic 
Integrity1, with 360 institutional members in 2010, 
argued that high standards for academic integrity 
create a foundation to promote scientific progress and 
prepare students for responsible citizenship.  However, 
the Center expressed concern that many postsecondary 
institutions “neither defined academic integrity nor 
expressly committed to it.”  It further noted that some 
emphasized listing prohibited behaviours rather than 
promoting appropriate values, such as honesty, trust, 
fairness, respect, and responsibility.

Students often receive conflicting signals related to 
integrity: business leaders charged with tax evasion 
or Ponzi schemes; political leaders involved in 
corruption; and highly paid professional athletes using 
performance-enhancing drugs. As a result, students can 
allow themselves to be persuaded it is acceptable to ‘cut 
corners’ to gain an advantage.2  

Insight about academic integrity issues has been provided 
by Christensen Hughes and McCabe3 who reported 
on a survey of students and faculty at ten Canadian 
universities. Almost one in five undergraduates self 
reported about engaging in serious test cheating 
behaviour at least once; 45 per cent believed another 
student had cheated during a test or exam in the past 
year; and, 53 per cent self reported about their  serious 
cheating on written work one or more times.  The most 
common misbehaviours included working with others 
when asked for individual work, getting questions 
or answers from someone who had already written a 
test, copying material from another source, including 
the Internet, without attribution, and fabricating or 
falsifying laboratory data.

Responses from instructors indicated that 75 per cent 
of faculty and 80 per cent of teaching assistants were 
suspicious of students cheating on exams, almost 
half were certain cheating had occurred, and, more 

    Academic Integrity
  Bruce Mitchell

  Associate Provost, Academic and Student Affairs 
  University of Waterloo
  

  Faye schultz

  Assistant to the Associate Provost, 
  Academic and Student Affairs  
  University of Waterloo
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Academic integrity is not a 
student problem. Faculty and the 
institution need to be engaged.

worrisomely, 46 per cent of faculty and 38 per cent 
of teaching assistants had ignored cheating incidents. 
Regarding the latter, reasons given were lack of sufficient 
evidence, perceived lack of support from administration, 
lack of time to follow up suspected cases, or incidents 
being trivial.

Christensen Hughes and McCabe4 indicated that different 
variables affect student behaviour in this regard.  While 
older, married and financially independent students 
are less likely to cheat, academic misconduct increases 
when students’ interest in a course is low, the quality 
of the instructor is poor, assessment systems emphasize 
grades over learning, and risk of detection is perceived 
to be low.

What should a student expect to find at a postsecondary 
institution committed to academic integrity?  The Center 
for Academic Integrity5 identifies the following:

• Clear academic integrity statements, policies and 
procedures implemented consistently.

• Information and education for the entire community 
related to academic integrity policies and procedures.

• Promotion and application of such policies and 
procedures, with support to those following and 
upholding them.

• A clear and fair system for adjudicating suspected 
policy violations.

• Programs to promote academic integrity among all 
groups on a campus, with emphasis on explaining the 
importance of integrity.

• Monitoring trends in higher education and technology 
that affect academic integrity.

• Regularly assessing policies and procedures to ensure 
continuous improvement and rejuvenation.

The above points highlight important considerations 
with implications for student success. First, academic 
integrity is not a ‘student problem.’6  Faculty and the 
institution need to be engaged. Second, information 
and education should be the starting point.  Universities 
must help students understand expectations about 
academic integrity through a mix of online or live 
tutorials, workshops and tip sheets, combined with clear 
explanations from instructors about expectations for 
specific courses. Finally, each institution must monitor 
to detect students deliberately choosing to cheat, and be 
prepared to impose sanctions. 

In doing the above, the institution sends a clear signal: 
students wanting to do the right thing, the right way, 
will not disadvantage themselves. 

Bruce Mitchell has been Associate Provost, Academic 
and Student Affairs at the University of Waterloo since 
2003, and is responsible for the Office of Academic 
Integrity.  A faculty member at Waterloo since 1969, he 
was Associate Vice President Academic from 1998 to 
2003.  He is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada. 
 
Faye Schultz, Assistant to the Associate Provost, Academic 
and Student Affairs, manages the Office of Academic 
Integrity in addition to other responsibilities. The role of 
the office is to provide oversight and introduce initiatives 
and educational opportunities that highlight the importance 
of academic integrity to the entire University community.  
Previously, she has held administrative roles within a wide 
range of service and academic departments at the University. 
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throUghoUt the past DecaDe, great efforts have 
been made across Canada to improve access to postsecondary 
education, especially for traditionally under-represented groups 
of students. More recently, emphasis has shifted to the retention 
of students after initial admission into their selected college or 
university program of study. Why admit more students into 
postsecondary education, some began to ask, if many end up 
dropping out without earning a credential? 

Now, the gaze is widening again towards something called 
student success. In addition to enhancing opportunities for more 
equitable admission, and easing the transition and increasing the 
retention rate for those who are admitted and choose to enrol, it 
is believed that Ontario’s postsecondary institutions should also 
provide a worthwhile experience for students that combines 
quality learning–including solid and effective teaching, strong 
levels of student engagement and some unspecified level of 
value-added skills development– with subsequent outcomes 
in terms of a completed credential, relevant employment and 
reasonable income, and broader indirect benefits such as civic 
engagement and improved health. These factors, and more, are 
what many believe contribute to true student success in the 
postsecondary world.

There is some good news regarding the postsecondary 
environment in Ontario. The overall participation rates for 
young Ontarians aged 21 or less, particularly for college, are 
above the national average. Among those aged 25-34, the 
attainment rate for postsecondary credentials already stands 
at 67.5% in Ontario, well on the way to the new target of 70% 
for the adult population established in the Premier’s recent 
Speech from the Throne. Furthermore, when those who switch 
programs or institutions or who take only a brief pause in 
their studies are taken into account, it appears that five years 
after first enrolling, more than 75% of Ontario postsecondary 
students have either graduated with their first credential or are 
still in postsecondary.

Interestingly, the most common reason given by students for 
either switching programs, or dropping out altogether, is that 
they realized their original program/institution choice was not 
suited to them. This likely has more to do with their initial 
planning for and selection of programs and institutions prior 
to enrolment, rather than with their actual experiences within 
post-secondary education. As a result, the Higher Education 
Quality Council of Ontario (HEQCO) intends to launch several 
research and pilot projects in the coming years, designed to 

Measuring Student Success 
in Ontario Colleges and 
Universities
      Richard dominic Wiggers
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      Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario
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Class sizes are growing and various studies indicate 
that university students in particular are disappointed 
at the level of student-faculty interaction.

improve planning, preparation and selection of post-secondary 
pathways.

For the majority of students who persist in their initial program/
institution of study, HEQCO is trying to better understand and 
assess what faculty and postsecondary institutions are doing 
to define and enhance student success. That was certainly 
the focus of their conference this summer entitled Enhancing 
Student Success in Ontario Postsecondary Education1, as well 
as two recent Calls for Proposals in the areas of Teaching and 
Learning (CFP-020) and Student Services (CFP-006).  

the classroom experIence:

Class sizes are growing and various studies indicate that 
university students in particular are disappointed at the 
level of student-faculty interaction. A number of HEQCO 
projects already underway or about to be launched will assess 
interventions designed to enhance teaching and learning in 
the postsecondary classroom.  Most of these interventions 
can be broadly categorized as: 
enhanced teaching designed to 
improve the ability of faculty 
and teaching assistants to deliver 
and assess student learning; 
enhanced learning approaches 
to assess student skill levels and 
improve student engagement and 
performance; and supplementary 
interventions that involve the introduction of personnel and 
expertise beyond the regular curriculum, faculty and teaching 
assistants assigned to a specific course.

In Taking Stock: Research on Teaching and Learning in 
Higher Education (2010)2, the editors concluded that colleges, 
universities and their faculty need to do more to inspire and 
engage students.  A faculty survey undertaken for HEQCO at 
five Ontario universities in 2008 identified the relative lack of 
professional development available to or engaged in by faculty.   

stUDent servIces/aFFaIrs:

All colleges and universities in Ontario provide some suite of 
initiatives intended to help students deal with the transition 
into postsecondary education and to enhance their chances of 
academic success.  These can include orientation programming, 
“101” type courses, targeted interventions for “at risk” students, 
career and personal counselling, writing workshops and exam 
preparation. A number of student surveys also seem to show 
that students consider the campus environment in general to 
be “supportive”.  

Two years ago, HEQCO approved funding to assess 16 
innovative practices already underway at Ontario colleges and 
universities.  More recently, another study was launched that is 
examining more broadly how student services/affairs promote 
student success in Ontario postsecondary institutions.  On June 
28, 2010, the first four final reports from this series of projects 
were published by HEQCO, and other final reports are expected 

to be published in the winter of 2011. Thus far, the broader 
findings of these “Student Services/Affairs” interventions 
include the following:

• Despite the best efforts of postsecondary institutions, many of 
the students who most need to be aware of the supplementary 
assistance available to them are not adequately informed;

• In most voluntary interventions of this nature, the students 
who seek out and take advantage of these opportunities are 
often not necessarily those who are most academically at risk;

• There is no “silver bullet” that clearly improves student 
performance in individual courses or programs, or even overall, 
and the most common impacts are marginal or indirect at best;

• While student participants will generally applaud the value 
of the interventions when interviewed or surveyed, there is 
seldom an easy and credible method that can quantitatively 
measure the positive impact on student engagement, academic 
achievement or retention.

FUtUre DIrectIons:

While efforts, both within and outside the postsecondary 
classroom might not result in immediate, direct or measurable 
increases in retention, grades or other measures of student 
success, it is likely they do enhance student engagement and 
success overall.  HEQCO would like to applaud those within 
each Ontario college and university–including many student 
associations, who have put so much effort and dedication over 
the years into creating and maintaining these initiatives.  HEQCO 
will continue to seek ways to work with those individuals and 
with Ontario’s institutions to appropriately assess and improve 
interventions intended to enhance student success. 

Richard Wiggers is a Research Director at the Higher 
Education Quality Council of Ontario, responsible for 
Student Services and Teaching & Learning research 
projects. He holds a Ph.D. from Georgetown University. 
He has more than a dozen publications and nearly 100 
presentations at academic conferences across North America.  

1. Enhancing Student Success in Ontario Postsecondary Education 
http://bit.ly/d3DNAo 

2. Taking Stock: Research on Teaching & Learning in Higher 
Education http://bit.ly/cqbExb



 22 • Educated Solutions Fall 2010

What Students Want 
Results of the Ontario Student Survey

By sam Andrey | OusA director of Research & Policy Analysis

more than $6 bIllIon is spent annually on operating 
Ontario’s universities, of which students contribute over $2.7 
billion. With such a substantial public and private investment 
in higher education, it is of paramount importance that this 
money is spent in an accountable manner. Asking students—the 
principal stakeholder of universities—what they want from their 
education should be a primary component of this exercise.

As part of the Canadian Student Survey, a bilingual survey 
conducted on 18 university campuses across Canada in the 
fall of 2009, over 10,000 full-time undergraduate students 
at seven Ontario universities provided insight into students’ 
conception of what is required for their success. The survey 
assessed student priorities for institutional spending, teaching 
quality and support services, and one thing was abundantly 
clear: students desire a supportive environment inside and 
outside the classroom.

Students were asked to rate their satisfaction with teaching 
quality and, in a separate question, were asked the degree to 
which they agreed that the academic staff at their institution 
were generally available and helpful. The relationship between 
the two answers was astounding.

For instance, 98 per cent of students who strongly agreed that 
academic staff were generally available and helpful said that 
they were either very satisfied (55%) or satisfied (43%) with 
the quality of teaching at their institution. In contrast, only 
2 per cent of students who strongly disagreed that academic 
staff were generally available were very satisfied with the 
quality of teaching and 54 per cent were very unsatisfied. This 
clearly demonstrates the connection between one-on-one help 
and guidance between students and faculty and a student’s 
overall satisfaction with teaching quality.

Students were also asked to identify the three factors that are 
most important in determining whether a professor is a quality 
teacher. The three answers given by a majority of students 
were: delivering interesting, well prepared and organized 

lectures; enthusiastic, entertaining or motivating presence in 
the classroom; and the ability to communicate the subject in 
multiple ways. The ability to meet regularly with students was 
selected by a smaller but still substantial number of students. 

It is interesting to see that all of the factors chosen by students 
were either related to teaching pedagogy or support outside 
the classroom. Other factors, such as being a prominent 
researcher and the integration of technology into the learning 
environment, were answered by less than 15 per cent of 
students. Furthermore, those students that were dissatisfied 
with the teaching quality on campus were even less likely to 
select research and technology as important considerations.

Student support services were also a high priority for 
Ontario students, according to the survey. Students selected 
support services as the second highest spending priority for 
institutions, after financial aid and before academic staff, 
libraries and physical infrastructure. This is likely due in part 
to the fact that most students make significant use of campus 
services and infrastructure. More than 70 per cent of students 
indicated regular usage of study space, local public transit, 
athletic facilities, academic advising, university residences, 
health services and student union facilities. Use of career 
counselling also rose to nearly 70 per cent once students 
reached their final year.

The majority of students indicated satisfaction with most 
campus services, though career counselling and financial 
aid services did not receive such flattering reviews. Every 
institution had at least one or two campus services where 
dissatisfaction was high, and it is obvious that students put a 
premium on a supportive campus environment and believe it 
should receive adequate investment.

It is undeniable that students consider helpful faculty, quality 
teaching pedagogy, and support services as key elements to 
student success. This reinforces research that has indicated 
that a supportive learning environment is critical for high 
student retention and satisfaction. Based on these results, 
it remains crucial that the Ontario government and its 
universities continue to prioritize funding and support for these 
important pursuits. Dedicated funding for campus support 
services, mandatory pedagogy training for PhD students and 
instructors, and new financial and promotional incentives for 
quality teaching should all be implemented to ensure that our 
campuses are providing students with the support they need to 
maximize their success in both the classroom and the broader 
learning environment. 
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It is undeniable that students consider 
helpful faculty, quality teaching 
pedagogy, and support services as 
key elements to student success.
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 OusA’s VIsIOn: 

OUSA represents the interests of over 140,000 
professional and undergraduate, full-time and part-
time university students at seven institutions across 
Ontario: Brock University, McMaster University, Queen’s 
University, Wilfrid Laurier University, the University of 
Waterloo, the University of Western Ontario and the 
University of Windsor.

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. OUSA Steering Committee 2010-2011

 OusA’s successes: 

OUSA has a long record of success in advocating for changes that benefit students at Ontario’s universities.   
Some recent accomplishments include:

    • successfully lobbied for $310 million in additional funding for 20,000 new post-secondary spaces in 2010

    • successfully advocated for additional funding to support credit transfer projects in 2010

    • successfully lobbied for $81 million in student financial assistance improvements in 2010, including:

     - six-month interest-free grace period before loan repayment begins

     - doubling of exemption for income earned during studies

     - 7% increase in OSAP loan maximum

     - implementation of Repayment Assistance Plan to cap and manage student debt

    • successfully lobbied for $150 million investment in university infrastructure in 2009

    • successfully created the $500 Ontario Distance Grant and $150 Textbook & Technology Grant in 2008

    • successfully lobbied for a two-year tuition freeze and associated funding for 2004-05 and 2005-06

 ORGAnIZATIOnAL hIsTORY: 

The Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance (OUSA) was formed in 1992 as the result of an informal alliance of  
elected student governments. The goal was to present a united front on issues that affect Ontario’s undergraduate 
students in order to more effectively lobby the provincial government for change.

For over 15 years, OUSA has been a leader in student advocacy and has achieved many successes for  
students in Ontario.

EDUCATED SOLUTIONS | About

INSERT FSC  
CERTIFICATE HERE

Educated Solutions Fall 2010 • 23



more

             
last year             $2.68 

got YOU
$140
 In student 
Financial 

Assistance
OusA’s $2.68 Fee Got Ontario students $81 Million in  
Improvements to student Financial Assistance in 2010:

 - six-month interest-free grace period after graduation 

 - Doubling of in-study income exemption to $103 per week

 - Implementation of repayment assistance plan to manage debt

 - 7% increase in loan maximum, to $12,240

More Info available at www.ousa.ca


