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Overview
According to the Department of Education’s National 
Center for Education Statistics, over a third of higher 
education students were enrolled in at least one online 
course during the 2017 fall semester. Since 2017, online 
program enrollments have continued to grow as overall 
higher education enrollment has declined. Institutions 
across the country are rapidly expanding existing 
POMJOF�PˋFSJOHT�BOE�MBVODIJOH�OFX�QSPHSBNT�UP�NFFU�
the growing demand. This trend may accelerate as 
colleges and universities adjust to student preferences 
in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and welcome 
more Gen Z high school graduates with a greater 
BˎOJUZ�GPS�POMJOF�MFBSOJOH��

As online learning goes mainstream, institutional leaders 
are grappling with how best to evolve their student 
support functions to be more inclusive of online students. 
5P�QSPWJEF�FˋFDUJWF�TVQQPSU�UIFZ�NVTU�ˌSTU�VOEFSTUBOE�
the needs and preferences of these students, and assess 
how aligned the current perceptions of student facing 
TUBˋ�BSF�XJUI�UIFTF�SFBMJUJFT��

To provide new data and insights into how best to 
support online students, UPCEA’s Center for Research 
and Strategy partnered with InsideTrack to survey 5,771 
TUVEFOUT�BOE�����TUBˋ�NFNCFST�GSPN����QVCMJD�BOE�
private institutions to gather information about online 
students’ challenges and perceptions of the support 
TFSWJDFT�BU�UIFJS�JOTUJUVUJPOT�BT�XFMM�BT�TUBˋ�NFNCFSnT�
perceptions of the needs of their online learners. 

This data was collected from September to December 
PG������BOE�SFˍFDUT�UIF�WJFXT�PG�TUVEFOUT�BOE�TUBˋ�
involved in programs intentionally designed for online 
delivery, versus those forced to move online due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

As institutions look ahead to a future, where online 
learning becomes part of most students’ higher 
education experiences, it is more important than ever 
that institutions understand what factors contribute to 
student satisfaction and success in online programs. 

For more on the importance of making student support 
inclusive of online learners, see “Future Proof: Student 
"ˋBJST�GPS�.PEFSO�-FBSOFST”, a white paper publication 
commissioned by InsideTrack, UPCEA, and NASPA.

SURVEYED

5,771 Students
ƤƩƦ�[ç�Ē

FROM 25 PUBLIC  
AND PRIVATE INSTITUTIONS
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Key Findings

STUDENT SATISFACTION IN ONLINE 
PROGRAMS IS HIGH
Only 4% of online students said that they were not 
WFSZ�PS�OPU�BU�BMM�TBUJTˌFE�XJUI�UIFJS�POMJOF�QSPHSBN�
XJUI�����TBZJOH�UIFZ�XFSF�WFSZ�PS�FYUSFNFMZ�TBUJTˌFE��
Students who chose their program based on faculty 
or student services quality were most likely to be 
FYUSFNFMZ�TBUJTˌFE�BU�����FBDI��4UVEFOUT�XIP�DIPTF�
UIFJS�QSPHSBN�CBTFE�PO�MPDBUJPO�PS�BˋPSEBCJMJUZ�XFSF�
MFBTU�MJLFMZ�UP�CF�FYUSFNFMZ�TBUJTˌFE�BU�����BOE�����
respectively. 34% of students attending online programs 
BU�QSJWBUF�JOTUJUVUJPOT�XFSF�FYUSFNFMZ�TBUJTˌFE�WFSTVT�
24% of those at public institutions.

CONNECTING TO THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY  
IS THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE FOR NEW  
ONLINE STUDENTS
51% of student respondents said that connecting to their 
JOTUJUVUJPOnT�DPNNVOJUZ�XBT�B�TPNFXIBU�PS�WFSZ�EJˎDVMU�
aspect of beginning their online program. This compares 
UP�����GPS�ˌOBODJBM�BJE�����GPS�UFDIOPMPHZ�����GPS�
choosing courses and 25% for course registration.

TIME MANAGEMENT IS THE BIGGEST 
CHALLENGE TOWARD COMPLETION
90% of student respondents cited time management as 
a key challenge to online program completion, with 52% 
citing it as their single biggest challenge. When asked 
about the quality of support they received in this area, 
POMZ�����SBUFE�UIFJS�JOTUJUVUJPO�BT�WFSZ�TVQQPSUJWF�

ONLINE STUDENTS AND STAFF HAVE 
DIFFERING VIEWS ON WHAT CAREER 
SERVICES SHOULD FOCUS ON
����PG�TUVEFOU�SFTQPOEFOUT�DJUFE�TVQQPSU�XJUI�DBSFFS�
exploration as their top priority for using career 
services, more than double the 23% who said applying 
for jobs and 19% who said changing jobs, and more than 
GPVS�UJNFT�UIF�����XIP�TBJE�ˌOEJOH�JOUFSOTIJQT������PG�
TUBˋ�SFTQPOEFOUT�BMTP�QSJPSJUJ[FE�DBSFFS�FYQMPSBUJPO�
but applying for jobs was close behind at 34%, with 
DIBOHJOH�KPCT�BOE�ˌOEJOHT�JOUFSOTIJQT�DPNJOH�JO�BU�����
and 7%, respectively.

ONLINE STUDENTS FIND ALL MODALITIES OF 
COMMUNICATION USEFUL
When asked about which communication modalities they 
GPVOE�VTFGVM�GPS�FOHBHJOH�XJUI�TUBˋ�BMM�TJY�NPEBMJUJFT�
presented — emails, on-demand digital resources, 
video/virtual meetings, phone calls, in-person meetings 
and text messages — received favorable ratings from at 
MFBTU�����PG�TUVEFOU�SFTQPOEFOUT�
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Takeaways
While there is much analysis yet to be done and 
additional data collection needed, here are a few simple 
UBLFBXBZT�GSPN�UIF�ˌOEJOHT�

Demand for online programs is growing and 
TUVEFOUT�ˌOE�UIFN�TBUJTGZJOH�FWFO�NPSF�TP�XIFO�
institutions invest in high quality instruction and 
student support.

Getting students connected to the school 
community should be a primary focus of the 
enrollment process.

Supporting students in developing their time 
management skills and eliminating time-wasting 
process and requirements should be a primary 
GPDVT�PG�TUVEFOU�GBDJOH�TUB �̀

Career services should have more emphasis on 
career exploration and less on job placement.

4UBˋ�TVQQPSUJOH�POMJOF�TUVEFOUT�NVTU�CF�WFSTBUJMF�
in all modalities of communication.

48%

23%

19%

10%

STUDENTS

38%

34%

21%

7%

STAFF

CAREER EXPLORATION

APPLYING FOR JOBS

CHANGING JOBS

FINDING INTERNSHIPS

ONLINE STUDENTS AND STAFF HAVE DIFFERING VIEWS ON WHAT 
CAREER SERVICES SHOULD FOCUS ON
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Methodology

In collaboration with InsideTrack, UPCEA’s 
Center for Research and Strategy launched two 
parallel surveys in September 2019 to gather 
information about online students’ perceptions 
about the support services of their institutions 
and institutions’ perceptions about the needs of 
their online students. Data was collected from 
September to December 2019.

4UVEFOUT�BOE�TUBˋ�XFSF�BTLFE�UIF�TBNF�
RVFTUJPOT�PO�UIF�TBNF�UPQJDT��4QFDJˌDBMMZ�UIFZ�
were asked for each topic to share their opinion of 
the biggest priority, the biggest challenge and the 
quality of current support.

*O�UPUBM������TUVEFOUT�BOE�����TUBˋ�GSPN����
institutions responded to the survey request.

'PS�UIF�TUBˋ�TVSWFZ�JOTUJUVUJPOT�XFSF�BTLFE�UP�
TFMFDU�BOZ�TUBˋ�NFNCFS�UBTLFE�XJUI�QSPWJEJOH�
support services for online students such as 
academic advisers, online support specialists, 
enrollment management, registrars and 
administrators within colleges of online and 
continuing education. 

For the student survey, students from any 
discipline or program level had to be enrolled at a 
college or university and in a program that was at 
least 50% online. Students in programs that were 
mostly or completely on-campus were excluded.

InsideTrack and UPCEA intend to expand the 
survey to additional institutions in fall 2020.

Q�Q�Q
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�
and founding director of the UPCEA Center for Research and Strategy. Prior to joining UPCEA, Jim was the Director 
PG�.BSLFUJOH�3FTFBSDI�BOE�1MBOOJOH�GPS�1FOO�4UBUF�6OJWFSTJUZ�0VUSFBDI�XIFSF�IF�IFMQFE�XJUI�UIF�MBVODI�PG�UIF�
6OJWFSTJUZnT�8PSME�$BNQVT��)F�BMTP�UFBDIFT�NBSLFUJOH�TUSBUFHZ�JO�'SBNJOHIBN�4UBUF�6OJWFSTJUZnT�.#"�QSPHSBN�

About Dave Jarrat

Dave Jarrat is a member of the leadership team at InsideTrack, where he directs research, marketing and industry 
relations activities. He’s authored numerous papers on issues related to student success and higher education trends, 
and has appeared in popular media outlets including NBC News, US News, the Chronicle of Higher Education and Inside 
Higher Ed.

About InsideTrack

*OTJEF5SBDL�JT�QBTTJPOBUF�BCPVU�TUVEFOU�TVDDFTT��8F�QBSUOFS�XJUI�JOTUJUVUJPOT�BOE�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�UP�JNQSPWF�FOSPMMNFOU�
QFSTJTUFODF�DPNQMFUJPO�BOE�DBSFFS�SFBEJOFTT��0VS�TUVEFOU�TVQQPSU�NFUIPEPMPHZ�VODPWFST�ˌSTU�IBOE�GFFECBDL�BCPVU�
TUVEFOU�HPBMT�BOE�DIBMMFOHFT��5ISPVHI�TUSBUFHJD�HVJEBODF�TUBˋ�USBJOJOH�BOE�TUVEFOU�DPBDIJOH�XF�IFMQ�JOTUJUVUJPOT�UVSO�
UIJT�GFFECBDL�JOUP�BDUJPOBCMF�JOTJHIUT�UIBU�ESJWF�CFUUFS�TUVEFOU�PVUDPNFT��"T�B�OPOQSPˌU�NFNCFS�PG�UIF�4USBEB�&EVDBUJPO�
/FUXPSL�XF�PˋFS�QBSUOFST�BDDFTT�UP�B�DPNQSFIFOTJWF�SBOHF�PG�TUVEFOU�TVDDFTT�TPMVUJPOT�BT�XFMM�BT�UIF�MBUFTU�SFTFBSDI�
and insights on student success. We’ve supported more than 2 million students since 2001 and currently serve over 
4,000 programs. Join us and the leading institutions, foundations, and others working to bring the transformative power 
of education to all individuals. Visit us at www.insidetrack.org and follow us on Twitter @InsideTrack. 

About UPCEA

UPCEA is the leading association for professional, continuing, and online education. Founded in 1915, UPCEA now serves 
the leading public and private colleges and universities in North America. The association supports its members with 
innovative conferences and specialty seminars, research and benchmarking information, professional networking 
PQQPSUVOJUJFT�BOE�UJNFMZ�QVCMJDBUJPOT��#BTFE�JO�8BTIJOHUPO�%�$��61$&"�CVJMET�HSFBUFS�BXBSFOFTT�PG�UIF�WJUBM�MJOL�
CFUXFFO�BEVMU�MFBSOFST�BOE�QVCMJD�QPMJDZ�JTTVFT��-FBSO�NPSF�BU�www.upcea.edu.
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TVSWFZ�EFWFMPQNFOU�BOE�BOBMZTJT�PG�JOJUJBM�ˌOEJOHT�
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