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CAN FULLY ONLINE DEGREE

PROGRAMS BOOST COLLEGE
COMPLETION?

THE UPSHOT

Advocates have long searched for the best way to provide accessible, lower-cost higher education

to students. Many point to online degrees as a solution. With flexible, virtual classes and meeting
times, exclusively online degree programs can accommodate students’ time and location
constraints.! In theory, online programs seem like a viable strategy to get more students to complete
college, especially for those who cannot attend in-person courses.

Previous research on online education has shown mixed results on the effects of online enrollment and
students’ academic outcomes.> Many of those studies focused on the short-term outcomes of online
education and students who enrolled in some online courses, not exclusively online programs.? However,
for students and institutions, the long-term outcomes associated with exclusively online programs are
essential to understanding whether those offerings are actually boosting completion outcomes.

This study examined the long-term outcomes of exclusively online students at community colleges
and four-year institutions. It also reported how outcomes varied by students’ demographic
characteristics and the type of institution in which they enrolled. Across race and ethnicity subgroups,
students who enrolled in online programs were less likely to complete a bachelor’s degree. And
students who attended four-year, for-profit institutions fared the worst.
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NARRATIVE

Colleges and universities have long been criticized for not having a higher number of students who
complete their degrees. Research shows that completion rates for Black, Hispanic, and low-income
students also lag significantly behind their peers.4 To boost completion rates, many institutions
look to online degree programs as a way to get more students across the finish line and narrow
attainment gaps.’ For students with time and geographic constraints, online degree programs offer
an accommodating learning option while potentially also increasing revenue for colleges.®

Online degree programs offer students what in-person instruction can’t—flexible course
times and the freedom to learn from anywhere.” And that flexibility appears to be increasingly
popular. In 2008, 3.9% of college students were enrolled in exclusively online degree
programs, compared to 23.4% in 2020.% Some research also shows that institutions with

high percentages of exclusively online students can charge lower tuition prices, making
exclusively online degrees more financially accessible for students and a lucrative endeavor
for institutions seeking to grow enrollment.?

Figure 1. Enrollment Growth in Exclusively Online Programs

Source: Authors’ calculations using National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS) data.
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Institutions’ central question is whether online degrees open new doors to college completion or
do more harm than good by derailing students from their pathway to success. Existing literature
reveals mixed or negative relationships between online learning and short-term, course-level
outcomes.'* Most prior research examined the effects of a single online course and compared
students’ outcomes to their peers in face-to-face learning environments but did not explore the

impacts of participating in an exclusively online program.

Previous studies revealed negative effects of enrolling in an online college course. Students
enrolled in online courses earned lower grades, were more likely to withdraw from the course, and
performed worse on exams than their peers in face-to-face instruction.* However, select studies
revealed some positive effects of enrolling in at least one online course—being more likely to

earn an associate degree, having higher bachelor’s degree completion rates, and graduating in a
slightly shorter time than their peers.”> The logic of these positive long-term outcomes suggests
that online courses can introduce flexibility and allow students to progress toward degree
completion, especially when facing time or location constraints.

Prior research has also shown that students’ success in online courses is related to their
demographic and background characteristics. Racially minoritized students, especially Black
students, are less likely to persist in online courses. Another study revealed that male, racially
minoritized, and part-time students saw the most significant declines in passing grades in online
courses compared to their peers in face-to-face instruction.'* However, more research is needed

to understand the role of background characteristics in online academic performance.

Despite these studies, little is known about the impacts of exclusively online degree programs on
degree completion. To fill that gap, we examined the extent to which enrolling in an exclusively
online degree program influences students’ likelihood of degree completion, accounting for
student demographics and the type of institution the student attended.

Our study suggests that online programs may not be the ticket to bolstering college completion,
and for-profit programs are leaving students in a worse position than they were before attending
college. We found that students enrolled in exclusively online degree programs were 8.3
percentage points less likely to complete a bachelor’s degree than their non-exclusively online
peers. The negative relationship between online degree enrollment and college completion was
consistent across race and ethnicity subgroups. And the negative outcomes associated with online
programs were especially concentrated among low-income and veteran students, with students
in these groups less likely to complete an exclusively online program by 8.9 and 11.4 percentage
points, respectively.
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As referenced earlier, this study also revealed that enrolling in an exclusively online degree
program at a for-profit institution exacerbated the negative influence of exclusively online
enrollment on students’ likelihood of completing a bachelor’s degree. When focusing solely on
exclusively online students, those who enrolled at selective four-year institutions were more
likely to finish their degree than fully online students at other four-year institutions.

Enrolling in an exclusively online program can introduce flexibility but also bring its share of
challenges. By not taking any courses on campus, students enrolled entirely online may not

have the opportunity to benefit from personalized and consistent interactions with professors,
which can be critical to their sense of belonging and likelihood of success.’> Consequently,
exclusively online students may be forced to rely more on self-directed learning than face-to-face
instruction, resulting in worse outcomes.'® Not surprisingly, this issue would become heightened
at a for-profit institution that—in alignment with its mission— prioritizes advertising and

marketing to a further extent than support and services for its students.

Enrolling in an exclusively online
degree program at a for-profit
institution exacerbated the negative
influence of exclusively online
enrollment on students’ likelihood
of completing a bachelor’s degree.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Although fully online programs have a negative relationship with degree completion, that doesn’t
mean such programs are always ineffective. Online programs aren’t going anywhere, and investing
taxpayer dollars in programs that prioritize student success is essential. Our results should be

used to implement the following guardrails to ensure institutions are offering high-quality online
programs that center degree completion and a strong return on taxpayer financial aid dollars:

® Require transparent reporting of costs and revenues among exclusively online programs.
Our research shows that students at for-profit four-year schools are less likely to earn their
degrees than exclusively online students at other institutions. At the same time, institutions
can use online programs to bring in substantial revenue for their institutions. Prior research
also indicates that for-profit programs invest more funds toward marketing than academic
support services or class instruction.”” Requiring institutions to report the costs and revenues
of their programs could increase transparency for students and taxpayers alike.

e Regulate non-profit institutions’ use of online program managers (OPMs). Some non-
profit institutions contract with OPMs, which are third-party for-profit companies, to
outsource components or all of their online degree programs.'® Using a for-profit offering
seems misaligned with goals to increase degree attainment and narrow completion
gaps for historically marginalized students. Regulating how and if these companies are
involved in the online program experience could benefit students’ likelihood of academic
success and degree completion.

e Increase institutional wraparound services for students in exclusively online programs.
Students enrolled in exclusively online programs may not have the same faculty and staff
interactions as their peers and may have to opt for self-instruction.?? Research shows
that regardless of instruction method, wraparound services, high-quality advising, and
targeted engagement positively impact students, so colleges and universities should
invest in these approaches for exclusively online students.>

® Consider clear and elevated accreditation standards for exclusively online degree
programs. For some students, the only path to pursue higher education is through an online
program. If students can receive taxpayer-funded financial aid dollars to enroll in an online
degree program, it should be a quality program that leaves students in a better position than
before they pursued higher education. Accreditation efforts should focus on establishing
clear, shared, elevated standards for exclusively online degree programs. These agreed-
upon standards could help institutions deliver a high-quality online education experience

and increase degree completion outcomes among exclusively online students.
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METHODOLOGY

This study draws on national data from the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study
for 2012-2017 (BPS: 12/17), the most recent longitudinal tracking of a nationally representative
sample of college students. Students included in BPS: 12/17 enrolled initially at a college or
university in 2011-2012 and participated in three rounds of data collection during their first, third,
and sixth years after beginning college. The national sample includes 22,500 students. We can use
these data to examine student characteristics, course-taking patterns (such as exclusively online

enrollment), and academic outcomes over six years.

Using BPS data and a quasi-experimental design, we offer rigorous evidence to examine the
relationship between degree completion (the outcome variable) and enrolling in an exclusively
online program (the treatment variable). After accounting for differences in students’ background
characteristics and likelihood to enroll in an online program, we estimate the influence of
enrolling in exclusively online degree programs on students’ likelihood of degree completion
using various statistical models to explore variations in results by student subgroup and
institutional sector.

More detailed methodological information can be found here.


https://edworkingpapers.com/index.php/ai23-879

@ THiIRD way

REFERENCES

1. Bouchey, Bettyjo, Erin Gratz, and Shelley Kur-
land. “Remote student support during COVID-19:
Perspectives of chief online officers in higher
education.” Online Learning, 2021, 25(1), pp. 38-40.

https://doi.org/10.24059/0lj.v25i1.2481. Accessed

20 August 2024.

Goodman, Joshua, Julia Melkers, and Amanda
Pallais. “Can online delivery increase access to
education?” Journal of Labor Economics, 2019,
37(1), pp. 1-34. https://doi.org/10.1086/698895.
Accessed 20 August 2024.

LeBlanc, Paul J. “Disruptive technologies and
higher education: Toward the next generation of
delivery models.” In “Stretching the Higher Edu-
cation Dollar: How Innovation Can Improve Access,
Equity, and Affordability.”, eds. Kelly, A. and Carey, K.,
2013, Harvard Education Press, pp. 163-182. Accessed
20 August 2024.

2. Ortagus, Justin. “What we know about the cost and
quality of online education.” Third Way, 2 Septem-
ber 2020, https://www.thirdway.org/report/what-
we-know-about-the-cost-and-quality-of-on-
line-education. Accessed 20 August 2024.

Xu, Di and Ying Xu. “The ambivalence about
distance learning in higher education: Challenges,
opportunities, and policy implications.” In “Higher
Education: Handbook of Theory and Research”, ed.
Perna, L., 2020, Springer. Accessed 20 August 2024.

3. Bowen, William G., Matthew M. Chingos, Kel-
ly A. Lack, et. al. “Interactive learning online at
public universities: Evidence from a six-campus
randomized trial.” Journal of Policy Analysis and
Management, 2014, 33(1), pp. 94-111. https://doi.
0rg/10.1002/pam.21728. Accessed 20 August 2024.

Figlio, David, Mark Rush, and Lu Yin. “Is it live

or is it internet? Experimental estimates of the
effects of online instruction on student learning.”
Journal of Labor Economics, 2013, 31(4), pp. 763-
784. https://doi.org/10.1086/669930. Accessed 20
August 2024.

Johnson, Hans and Marisol Cuellar Mejia. “Online
learning and student outcomes in California’s
community colleges.” Public Policy Institute, 2014
May, https://luminafoundation.org/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2017/08/r-51/hjr.pdf. Accessed 20

August 2024.

ACADE M | X
- L]pshof

4. National Center for Education Statistics. “Di-
gest of education statistics.” 2021. https://nces.
ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2023009.
Accessed 20 August 2024.

Schneider, Mark and Lu Yin. “The high cost of
low graduation rates: How much does dropping
out of college really cost?” American Institutes

for Research, 2011 August, https://eric.ed.gov
[?id=ED523102. Accessed 20 August 2024,

Sener, John. “The seven futures of American
education: Improving learning and teaching in
a screen-captured world.” 2020, CreateSpace.
Accessed 20 August 2024.

W

6. Bouchey, Bettyjo, Erin Gratz, and Shelley Kur-
land. “Remote student support during COVID-19:
Perspectives of chief online officers in higher ed-
ucation.” Online Learning, 2021, 25(1), pp. 38-4o0.

https://doi.org/10.24059/0lj.v25i1.2481. Accessed

20 August 2024.

Goodman, Joshua, Julia Melkers, and Amanda
Pallais. “Can online delivery increase access to
education?” Journal of Labor Economics, 2019,
37(1), pp. 1-34. https://doi.org/10.1086/698895.
Accessed 20 August 2024.

LeBlanc, Paul J. “Disruptive technologies and
higher education: Toward the next generation

of delivery models.” In “Stretching the Higher Edu-
cation Dollar: How Innovation Can Improve Access,
Equity, and Affordability.”, eds. Kelly, A. and Carey,
K, 2013, Harvard Education Press, pp. 163-182.
Accessed 20 August 2024.

Cheslock, JohnJ., Justin C. Ortagus, Mark R. Um-
bricht, et. al. “The cost of producing higher ed-
ucation: An exploration of theory, evidence, and
institutional policy.” In Higher Education: Hand-
book of Theory and Research (Vol. 31), ed. Smart, J.,
2016, Springer, pp. 349-392. https://link.springer.
com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-26829-3_ 7.
Accessed 20 August 2024.

Morris, David. “Economies of scale and

scope in e-learning.” Studies in Higher Edu-
cation, 2008, 33(3), pp. 331-343. https://doi.
0rg/10.1080/03075070802066164. Accessed 20
August 2024.



https://doi.org/10.24059/olj.v25i1.2481
https://doi.org/10.1086/698895
https://www.thirdway.org/report/what-we-know-about-the-cost-and-quality-of-online-education
https://www.thirdway.org/report/what-we-know-about-the-cost-and-quality-of-online-education
https://www.thirdway.org/report/what-we-know-about-the-cost-and-quality-of-online-education
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.21728
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.21728
https://doi.org/10.1086/669930
https://luminafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/r-514hjr.pdf
https://luminafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/r-514hjr.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2023009
https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2023009
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED523102
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED523102
https://doi.org/10.24059/olj.v25i1.2481
https://doi.org/10.1086/698895
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-26829-3_7
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-26829-3_7
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070802066164
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070802066164

@ THiIRD way

7. Bouchey, Bettyjo, Erin Gratz, and Shelley Kur-
land. “Remote student support during COVID-19:
Perspectives of chief online officers in higher ed-
ucation.” Online Learning, 2021, 25(1), pp. 38-40.

https://doi.org/10.24059/0lj.v25i1.2/.81. Accessed

20 August 2024.

Goodman, Joshua, Julia Melkers, and Amanda
Pallais. “Can online delivery increase access to
education?” Journal of Labor Economics, 2019,
37(1), pp. 1-34. https://doi.org/10.1086/698895.
Accessed 20 August 2024.

LeBlanc, Paul J. “Disruptive technologies and
higher education: Toward the next generation

of delivery models.” In “Stretching the Higher Edu-
cation Dollar: How Innovation Can Improve Access,
Equity, and Affordability.”, eds. Kelly, A. and Carey,
K., 2013, Harvard Education Press, pp. 163-182.
Accessed 20 August 2024.

8. Authors’ calculations using National Postsec-
ondary Student Aid Study data.

9. Cheslock, John J., Justin C. Ortagus, Mark R. Um-
bricht, et. al. “The cost of producing higher ed-
ucation: An exploration of theory, evidence, and
institutional policy.” In Higher Education: Hand-
book of Theory and Research (Vol. 31), ed. Smart, J.,
2016, Springer, pp. 349-392. https://link.springer.
com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-26829-3_ 7.
Accessed 20 August 2024.

Morris, David. “Economies of scale and

scope in e-learning.” Studies in Higher Edu-
cation, 2008, 33(3), pp. 331-343. https://doi.
0rg/10.1080/03075070802066164. Accessed 20
August 2024.

10. Huntington-Klein, Nick, James Cowan, and Dan
Goldhaber. “Selection into online community
college courses and their effects on persistence.”
Research in Higher Education, 2017, 58(3), pp.
2/44-269. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-016-
9425-z. Accessed 22 August 2024.

Xu, Di and Shanna Smith Jaggars. “The effec-
tiveness of distance education across Vir-
ginia’s community colleges: Evidence from
introductory college-level math and English
courses.” Educational Evaluation and Policy
Analysis, 2011, 33(3), pp. 360-377. https://doi.
0rg/10.3102/0162373711413814,.. Accessed 22
August 2024.

Xu, Di and Shanna Smith Jaggars. “The impact
of online learning on students’ course outcomes:
Evidence from a large community and technical

11.

12.

ACADE M | X
- L]pshof

college system.” Economics of Education Review,
2013, 37, pp- 46-57. https://doi.org/10.1016/].
econedurev.2013.08.001. Accessed 22 August
2024,

Xu, Di and Shanna Smith Jaggars. “The effec-
tiveness of distance education across Vir-
ginia’s community colleges: Evidence from
introductory college-level math and English
courses.” Educational Evaluation and Policy
Analysis, 2011, 33(3), pp. 360-377. https://doi.
0rg/10.3102/0162373711413814. Accessed 22
August 2024.

Xu, Di and Shanna Smith Jaggars. “The impact
of online learning on students’ course outcomes:
Evidence from a large community and technical
college system.” Economics of Education Review,
2013, 37, pp- 46-57. https://doi.org/10.1016/].
econedurev.2013.08.001. Accessed 22 August
2024.

Shea, Peter and Temi Bidjerano. “Does online
learning impede degree completion? A national
study of community college students.” Comput-
ers & Education, 2014, 75, pp. 103-111. https://doi.
0rg/10.1016/j.compedu.2014.02.009. Accessed 20
August 2024.

Fischer, Christian, Rachel Baker, Qiujie Li,

et. al. “Increasing success in higher edu-
cation: The relationships of online course
taking with college completion and time-
to-degree.” Educational Evaluation and Policy
Analysis, 2021, 44(3), pp- 355-379. https://doi.
0rg/10.3102/01623737211055768. Accessed 20
August 2024.

Ortagus, Justin C. “National evidence of the
impact of first-year online enrollment on post-
secondary students’ long-term academic out-
comes.” Research in Higher Education, 2018, 59,
Pp. 1035-1058. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-
018-9495-1. Accessed 30 August 2024.

Ortagus, Justin C. “The relationship be-
tween varying levels of online enrollment
and degree completion.” Educational Re-
searcher, 2023, 52(3), pp. 170-173. https://doi.
0rg/10.3102/0013189X2211/47522. Accessed 30

August 2024.


https://doi.org/10.24059/olj.v25i1.2481
https://doi.org/10.1086/698895
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-26829-3_7
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-26829-3_7
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070802066164
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070802066164
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-016-9425-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-016-9425-z
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373711413814
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373711413814
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2013.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2013.08.001
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373711413814
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373711413814
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2013.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2013.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2014.02.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2014.02.009
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737211055768
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737211055768
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-018-9495-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-018-9495-1
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X221147522
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X221147522

@ THiIRD way

13. Xu, Di and Shanna Smith Jaggars. “Performance
gaps between online and face-to-face cours-
es: Differences across types of students and
academic subject areas.” The Journal of Higher
Education, 2014, 85(5), pp. 633-659. https://doi.or
g/10.1080/00221546.2014.11777343. Accessed 20
August 2024.

14. Johnson, Hans and Marisol Cuellar Mejia.
“Online learning and student outcomes in
California’s community colleges.” Public Policy
Institute, 2014 May, https://luminafoundation.
org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/r-514hjr.pdf.

Accessed 20 August 2024.

15. Xu, Di and Ying Xu. “The ambivalence about
distance learning in higher education: Chal-
lenges, opportunities, and policy implications.”
In “Higher Education: Handbook of Theory and
Research”; ed. Perna, L., 2020, Springer. Accessed
20 August 2024.

16. Xu, Di and Ying Xu. “The ambivalence about
distance learning in higher education: Chal-
lenges, opportunities, and policy implications.”
In “Higher Education: Handbook of Theory and
Research”, ed. Perna, L., 2020, Springer. Accessed
20 August 2024.

17. Vazquez-Martinez, Alejandro and Michael Han-
sen. “For-profit colleges drastically outspend
competing institutions on advertising.” The
Brookings Institution, 19 May 2020, https://www.

brookings.edu/articles/for-profit-colleges-ad-
vertising/. Accessed 20 August 2024.

18.

19.

20.

ACADE M | X
- LIpshoT

Dimino, Michelle. “Contracting with an OPM?
Your Students Want to Know.” Third Way, 11
January 2024, https://www.thirdway.org/report/
contracting-with-an-opm-your-students-
want-to-know. Accessed 20 August 2024.

Xu, Di and Ying Xu. “The ambivalence about
distance learning in higher education: Chal-
lenges, opportunities, and policy implications.”
In “Higher Education: Handbook of Theory and
Research”; ed. Perna, L., 2020, Springer. Accessed
20 August 2024,.

Bouchey, Bettyjo, Erin Gratz, and Shelley
Kurland. “Remote student support during
COVID-19: Perspectives of chief online officers
in higher education.” Online Learning, 2021,
25(1), pp. 38-40. https://doi.org/10.24059/0lj.
v25i1.2481. Accessed 20 August 2024.

Miller, Cynthia and Michael J. Weiss. “Increasing
community college graduation rates: A synthesis
of findings on the ASAP model from six colleges
across two states.” Educational Evaluation and
Policy Analysis, 2022, 44(2), pp. 210-233. https://
doi.org/10.3102/01623737211036726. Accessed
22 August 2024.



https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2014.11777343
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2014.11777343
https://luminafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/r-514hjr.pdf
https://luminafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/r-514hjr.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/for-profit-colleges-advertising/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/for-profit-colleges-advertising/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/for-profit-colleges-advertising/
https://www.thirdway.org/report/contracting-with-an-opm-your-students-want-to-know
https://www.thirdway.org/report/contracting-with-an-opm-your-students-want-to-know
https://www.thirdway.org/report/contracting-with-an-opm-your-students-want-to-know
https://doi.org/10.24059/olj.v25i1.2481
https://doi.org/10.24059/olj.v25i1.2481
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737211036726
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737211036726

