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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
online offerings and launching new programs to meet
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
affinity for online learning.

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.
To provide effective support, they must first understand
the needs and preferences of these students, and assess
how aligned the current perceptions of student facing
staff are with these realities.

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
students and 496 staff members from 25 public and
private institutions to gather information about online
students’ challenges and perceptions of the support
services at their institutions, as well as staff member's
perceptions of the needs of their online learners.

This data was collected from September to December
of 2019 and reflects the views of students and staff
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
Affairs for Modern Learners”, a white paper publication
commissioned by InsideTrack, UPCEA, and NASPA.
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Key Findings
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STUDENT SATISFACTION IN ONLINE
PROGRAMS IS HIGH

Only 4% of online students said that they were not
very or not at all satisfied with their online program,
with 74% saying they were very or extremely satisfied.
Students who chose their program based on faculty
or student services quality were most likely to be
extremely satisfied at 40% each. Students who chose
their program based on location or affordability were
least likely to be extremely satisfied at 23% and 27%,
respectively. 34% of students attending online programs
at private institutions were extremely satisfied versus
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
institution's community was a somewhat or very difficult
aspect of beginning their online program. This compares
to 46% for financial aid, 28% for technology, 28% for
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,
only 28% rated their institution as very supportive.
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ONLINE STUDENTS AND STAFF HAVE
DIFFERING VIEWS ON WHAT CAREER
SERVICES SHOULD FOCUS ON

48% of student respondents cited support with career
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
four times the 10% who said finding internships. 38% of
staff respondents also prioritized career exploration,
but applying for jobs was close behind at 34%, with
changing jobs and findings internships coming in at 21%
and 7%, respectively.

ONLINE STUDENTS FIND ALL MODALITIES OF
COMMUNICATION USEFUL

When asked about which communication modalities they
found useful for engaging with staff, all six modalities
presented — emails, on-demand digital resources,
video/virtual meetings, phone calls, in-person meetings
and text messages — received favorable ratings from at
least 80% of student respondents.



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

19% P
48%

STUDENTS

Hﬂjﬂﬂ @® CAREER EXPLORATION
@® APPLYING FOR JOBS

Takeaways

While there is much analysis yet to be done and
additional data collection needed, here are a few simple
takeaways from the findings:

4+ Demand for online programs is growing and
students find them satisfying, even more so when
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.

4+ Supporting students in developing their time
management skills and eliminating time-wasting
process and requirements should be a primary
focus of student-facing staff.

21%

38%

34%

@® CHANGING JOBS

FINDING INTERNSHIPS

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

Staff supporting online students must be versatile
in all modalities of communication.
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Methodology
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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.

Students and staff were asked the same
questions on the same topics. Specifically, they
were asked for each topic to share their opinion of
the biggest priority, the biggest challenge and the
quality of current support.

In total, 5,771 students and 496 staff from 25
institutions responded to the survey request.

For the staff survey, institutions were asked to
select any staff member tasked with providing
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.
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