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Investing in Open 
Educational Resources

In 2017 the Government of Ontario announced funding for eCampusOntario to incentivize 
faculty to adapt and create Open Educational Resources (OERs), which will be housed through 
eCampusOntario’s online library. OERs are defined as educational resources that are housed 
online, and are created as a resource that anybody can openly share, create, or revise.1 As a 
tool, OERs have the opportunity to ensure that financial access is not a barrier to post-secondary 
education, while still upholding the high academic standards that accompany a university education.

1Victoria Lewarne, Landon Tulk, and Danny Chang, Interim Policy Paper: Open Educational Resources, (Toronto: Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance, 2017), 1.
2Electronic Platform for Adult Learning in Europe, “New research projects on Open Educational Resources in Germany,” May 20, 2015, 
  https://ec.europa.eu/epale/en/content/new-research-projects-open-educational-resources-germany-0
3Kelly Terrell, “OER Infrastructure,” Seminar, OER17: The Politics of Open from Resource for London, London, UK, April 5, 2017.
4“Open Textbook Stats,” BCcampus, accessed November 10, 2017, https://open.bccampus.ca/open-textbook-stats/
5“Open Educational Resources,” Hewlett Foundation, accessed November 6, 2017, https://www.hewlett.org/strategy/open-educational-resources/.
6“Open Educational Resources Grants,” Simon Fraser University, accessed November 6, 2017, https://www.sfu.ca/oergrants.html 

While a relatively new concept to Ontario, there 
has been a recent worldwide movement towards the 
adoption and development of OERs. In 2012, British 
Columbia became the first Canadian province to take 
steps towards this innovative approach to education, 
whereas Europe as a continent has been leading in 
this area for years. In Europe alone, OERs have slowly 
become a vital part of adult education in the continent.2

However, the infrastructure that is necessary to 
support digital education practices, such as OERs, 
is noticeably absent in discussions about open 
education.3 As such, it is necessary to invest in 
infrastructure to support both the individuals and 
institutions that are taking the lead on promoting, 
creating, adopting and revising OERs.5 OERs will 
only succeed in Ontario if faculty are equipped to 
engage in this innovative idea. In order to do so, 
they will require appropriate infrastructural supports.

Additionally, financial supports are necessary 

RECOMMENDATION: The 
provincial government should 
make available the financial and 
infrastructural supports required 
for faculty members to develop, 
adopt, and review OERs.

“Since 2012, Open 
Textbooks have saved 

students in British Columbia 
between

$4,865,291 - 
$5,323,455.”4

for faculty members to develop, adopt and review OERs. At present, these supports are commonly left 
up to each institution. For example, Simon Fraser University has created the Open Educational Resources 
Grant, which provides funding and support to faculty members who choose to integrate OERs into their 
courses.6 Due to the commitment that the government has made in creating a more affordable post-
secondary education sector in Ontario, this funding support should not be left to Ontario’s universities.
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“I discovered over six years ago that I 
could make my courses more accessible to 
students if I used OER materials and removed 
the onus of purchasing an expensive 
textbook. ... As an OER early adopter, I 
got the chance to review College Physics 
while it was still in production. It was the 
best physics textbook I’d seen, and better 
than some $300 books, in my opinion. 
Since adopting College Physics, my class 
enrolments have increased and my students’ 
scores on the national physics benchmark 
exam have improved by 30 percent.”7

7 “Impact of OER,” The University of Arizona, accessed November 10, 2017, http://www.oer.arizona.edu/content/impact-oer.
8 “Open Textbook Stats,” BCcampus, accessed November 6, 2017, https://open.bccampus.ca/open-textbook-stats/
9Isaac Fairbairn, “#TextbookbrokeBC campaign finds students spend over $400,000 on textbooks,” The Ubyssey, October 16, 2017, https://www.ubyssey.ca/news/textbook-broke-bc-success-2017.

RECOMMENDATION: The Ontario 
government should invest in the 
development of OERs that can 
apply to the largest entry-level 
classes in the province, similar 
to the implementation of British 
Columbia’s ’Open Education 
Resource Project.’

As Ontario looks to expand OERs, the government 
should tailor their initial investments in a manner 
similar to the roll out of British Columbia’s ‘Open 
Education Resource Project.’ BCcampus targeted 
initial investments towards educational materials for 
the 40 most popular courses in the province. Since 
then, the program has evolved. Approximately 
50,842 students are currently using open textbooks 
in British Columbia, and the program has saved 
students approximately $4,865,291 - $5,323,455.8

As a result of the success in British Columbia, OUSA 
recommends that the Ontario government follow 
a similar model. By directing initial investments 
into the development of OERs that apply to 
the largest entry-level classes, Ontario has an 
opportunity to positively impact a brand new 
generation of students. Additionally, by investing 
in areas where the most significant impact and 
financial savings for students can be realized, the 
province would improve upon its efforts to make 
education more affordable for Ontario’s students.

- Professor Erik Christensen, 
South Florida State College

"IF STUDENTS CAN’T AFFORD 
THE REQUIRED COURSE 

MATERIALS, WHO ARE WE 
SAYING HIGHER EDUCATION 

IS RESERVED FOR?"9

- Professor Jhangiani, 
Kwantlen University 
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Revising the Tuition and 
Funding Frameworks

Access for all willing and qualified students to Ontario’s post-secondary education system is the pinnacle of 
students’ beliefs and vision for the province. The largest and most obvious barrier to this access is financial, 
i.e. the tuition and non-tuition fees that students pay to attend an Ontario university. Apart from students, 
the other largest sources of funding for university revenue are provincial base operating grants. This system 
of cost sharing is based on the belief that given the high rate of return to higher education, it is fair for 
individuals who benefit from receiving post-secondary education to fairly contribute to the costs associated 
with providing that education.

Over the past two decades, drastic increases to tuition and ancillary fees have tipped the scales 
from a model of fair cost-sharing and publicly-funded institutions to an unreasonable burden of 
costs onto students, ultimately resulting in what are now called “publicly-assisted” institutions.

In 2015-16, students in Ontario were the largest contributor to Ontario’s post-
secondary institutions, providing 55% of operating costs versus the government’s 40%.

As universities scramble to subsidize their operations amidst decreased public spending, students are 
unfairly being tasked with making up the difference. For the last 5 years, student contributions have outpaced 
government funding to universities. This places increased financial burdens on Ontario’s students, and raises 
serious concerns about the transparency, accountability, and fair cost sharing principles that students feel 
should permeate throughout the sector. To address these issues, students task the provincial government to 
index base operating grants to institutions at the weighted national average, as well as regulate the indexing 
of tuition increases to inflation.
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RECOMMENDATION: The 
government should continue to 
regulate tuition fees by indexing 
any increases to Ontario’s 
Consumer Price Index (CPI).

Ideally, students believe that the government 
should invest in post-secondary education by 
increasing government funding and holding 
tuition at current levels for the duration of the 
next framework. However, owing to the province’s 
current fiscal situation and recent strides in 
financial aid, OUSA recognizes that this would 
be particularly challenging. If the government 
is unable to fully fund a tuition freeze, students 
recommend that fee increases be tied to inflation.

Students are concerned that issues of affordability 
are overshadowed by improvements to the financial 
aid system. Although financial assistance is widely 
available and major improvements were recently 
announced, our system is becoming one where 
access to higher education depends on access to 
financial aid, yet, there is evidence of debt aversion 
among vulnerable students. For instance, between 
10 and 30 percent of students display some degree 
of debt aversion, an attitude that is particularly acute 
among Indigenous and first generation students.

RECOMMENDATION: The 
government should increase the 
base operating grant provided 
to institutions to the weighted 
national average, followed by 
inflationary increases year-to-
year.

Since 2012, student fees have accounted for over 
50% of universities’ operating budgets and student 
contributions have continued to increasingly outpace 
government contributions each year. Meanwhile, 
per-student funding in Ontario is the lowest of any 
Canadian province and does not increase with 
inflation each year, incentivizing enrolment growth 
as a means to supplement operating budgets. In fact, 
real per-student government funding has declined 
by over 30% since 1980. As such, the cost of 
providing a high quality post-secondary education 
is rising at an unsustainable rate and increased 
budget pressures can result in compromises to 
quality of education in an effort to control costs.

Students believe that Ontario university budgets 
should be funded by balanced contributions from 
the provincial government, federal government 
and student tuition, with students contributing 
no more than one-third of university operating 
budgets. The funding formula for Ontario’s post-
secondary sector should also address the needs 
and priorities of the system with an appropriate 
balance of enrolment-based and performance-
based funding. As such, the provincial government 
should immediately index the base operating grant 
to the weighted national average, followed 
by inflationary increases year-to-year.
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Supporting Students and 
their Mental Health 

In November 2017, the Ontario Undergraduate 
Student Alliance, College Student Alliance, 
Council of Ontario Universities, and Colleges 
Ontario released an unprecedented action 
titled In It Together: Taking Action on Student 
Mental Health. The report identified three key 
principles in addressing campus mental health, 
and provided 26 recommendations on how the 
government, and the broader post-secondary 
community, can work to address this challenge 
on Ontario’s post-secondary campuses.

RECOMMENDATION: The 
Government of Ontario 
should implement the 26 
recommendations from In It 
Together: Taking Action on 
Student Mental Health.

Providing effective support for mental health 
challenges is one of the most pressing issues on 
post-secondary campuses today. As the stigma 
associated with mental health diminishes, there is 
a growing recognition that a diagnosis for mental 
illness is no more a cause for embarrassment than 
the diagnosis of a physical, or more visible illness. 
On our campuses, we no longer avoid subjects such 
as suicide or attempted suicide; rather we encourage 
discussion and actively promote services in an 
effort to proactively prevent these sorts of tragedy. 

As the demand for mental health services 
continues to grow, Ontario must take a whole of 
community approach with clearly defined roles 
and responsibilities of government ministries, post-
secondary institutions, student associations, health-
care providers, and community organizations. From 
a government standpoint, the ministries of Health and 
Long-Term Care, Community and Social Services, 
Child and Youth Services, Education, and Advanced 
Education & Skills Development all have a role to 
play, and require clear direction for the services and 
supports their ministry must provide. Additionally, 
a distinction needs to be made between the role 
that post-secondary institutions play in triaging 
students, and the role that health and community 
service agencies play in providing those with serious 
or complex needs in both the short and long-term. 

Furthermore, all students, regardless of their 
geographic location, should have the ability to 
access gender and culturally sensitive mental health 
services and supports that are timely, effective and 
flexible, and provide in a safe and comfortable 
environment. As the methods in which students 
conduct their post-secondary studies continues to 
evolve, it is essential that services are accessible to 

“WHILE THE OBVIOUS GAP EXISTS IN THE 
CAPACITY OF FRONT-LINE MENTAL HEALTH 
CARE SERVICES, THERE ARE OTHER PIECES TO 
THE PUZZLE. INITIATIVES CAN AND SHOULD 
INCLUDE INFORMATION TO INCREASE 
AWARENESS AND REDUCE STIGMA, DEVELOP 
TOOLS AND RESOURCES FOR BEST AND 
ENHANCED PRACTICE, TEACH POSITIVE 
COPING SKILLS, FOCUS ON RECOVERY, AND 
PROVIDE COMPREHENSIVE TRAINING FOR 
FACULTY, STAFF AND STUDENT LEADERS.”

- Danny Chang,
Western University student
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all students, regardless if they are pursuing work-
integrated learning opportunities, completing their 
studies online, or are attending satellite campuses.

It must also be noted that prevention and harm 
reduction are important elements of mental health 
priorities. Currently, post-secondary institutions 
focus a substantial amount of resources towards 
crisis-management services, however prevention 
and harm reduction strategies are essential to the 
mental well being of Ontario’s students. In order 
for post-secondary institutions to develop effective 
intervention and harm reduction strategies, sufficient 
resources need to be allocated and a partnership 
needs to be developed with complementary 
community resources. Additionally, it is imperative 
that Ontario’s education systems foster resilience 
in its students, beginning during K-12 studies, and 
continuing throughout post-secondary education. 

“Students are living in a social 
environment where they are encouraged 
to talk about their mental health, but lack 

the institutional support to assist them 
following their disclosures. Institutions 

don’t have the infrastructure, capacity, or 
funding to allow for specialized support 

services.” 
- Carolyn Thompson, 

Queen’s University student

In It Together: Taking Action 
on Student Mental Health

PRINCIPLE 1: Improving student 
mental health requires a “whole of 
community” approach with clearly 
defined roles and responsibilities of 
government ministries, post-second-
ary institutions, student associations, 
health-care providers and community 
organizations. 

PRINCIPLE 2: All post-secondary 
students, regardless of geograph-
ic location, should be able to access 
gender and culturally sensitive men-
tal health services and supports that 
are timely, effective and flexible, and 
provided in a safe and comfortable 
environment. 

PRINCIPLE 3: Prevention and harm 
reduction are important elements of 
mental health priorities.
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