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MOTIVATIONS FOR RESIDENTIAL STUDENTS 

TO PARTICIPATE IN ONLINE COURSES

Ray Pastore and Alison Carr-Chellman

The Pennsylvania State University

This study sought to discover what motivates undergraduate residential students to enroll in online courses.

By exploring this question, we hope to gain a deeper understanding of why students would sign up for courses

online which are offered right down the street from their residence. The present study revealed that students

tend to enroll in online courses for their flexibility and convenience. Additionally, students find online courses

to be just as challenging as face-to-face courses. It is our belief that these findings both fill a gap in the litera-

ture as well as aiding future online residential learners and program administrators. 

INTRODUCTION

In the last few years, the number of online

courses in higher education has dramatically

increased. A 2006 report released by the Sloan

Consortium, which surveyed 2,251 CEOs from

various colleges and universities, stated that

there were 3.2 million students enrolled in

online courses during the fall semester of 2005

(Allen & Seaman, 2006). This is almost 1 mil-

lion more than the previous year. Another

report from the Sloan Consortium, which sur-

veyed 1,170 CEOs in 2003, stated that 53.6%

of them agree that online learning is vital to

their long-term goals (Allen & Seaman, 2004).

These numbers indicate that online learning

is becoming a popular alternative to traditional

face-to-face classroom environments. Reasons

for this increase in popularity include course

flexibility and access, global widespread

access to the Internet, and the ability to track,

grade, and monitor student progress (Rich,

2001; Tastle, White, & Shackleton, 2005).

Klein, Noe, and Wang (2006) explain that this

popularity is warranted by the assumption that

online courses

deliver consistent instruction to geographi-

cally dispersed learners, provide learners

greater control over when and how the

instruction occurs (e.g., the pace and presen-

tation of materials and exercises), provide

learners with the opportunity to collaborate

and share information with each other and

subject matter experts, and offer links to
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other learning resources including course

materials and Web sites. (p. 666)

It is well established that the anywhere/any-

time structure of online courses presents an

opportunity for students to enroll in classes

that they otherwise could not attend due to

conflicts with their schedule, work, and family

(Beldarrain, 2006). Nonetheless, we have yet

to understand if these advantages pertain to

residential students and if there are unforeseen

motivational factors that are unique to this par-

ticular group.

Having said that, there are additional rea-

sons for the current increase in residential stu-

dents enrolling in online learning options.

Some literature has demonstrated that the

online classroom environment is just as effec-

tive at promoting student achievement as the

traditional face-to-face (Lim, 2005). This is

confirmed by Russell (1999), who conducted a

meta-analysis called the No Significant Differ-

ence Phenomenon, in which 355 studies com-

paring online and face-to-face instruction were

analyzed. The meta-analysis found that there

were no significant differences between the

modes of class delivery on student achieve-

ment and learning. Furthermore, it has been

shown that students and instructors perceive

online learning to be just as effective face-to-

face (Liaw, Huang, & Chen, 2007). In addi-

tion, it has been shown that student engage-

ment in the online classroom increases student

satisfaction and their perception of success

(Gilbert, Morton, & Rowley, 2007; Selim,

2007). This asynchronous environment gives

students a chance to reflect on their discus-

sions and gain valuable insight into the class,

which cannot be done in synchronous face-to-

face discussions (Browne, 2003). This is reit-

erated by Rovai (2001), who found that the

course flexibility and asynchronous environ-

ment helps contributes to a sense of a commu-

nity that promotes reflection and learning.

As a result of this popularity and potential

advantages, online learning continues to grow

and has become expected at many universities

as an option or alternative to face-to-face

classroom learning among undergraduate pop-

ulations. Dede (1989) points out that “Distance

learning is a strategy educational institutions

are initially using to overcome inadequacies of

local resources for meeting learners’ needs”

(p. 3).

However, for all of the advantages, there

are certainly some concerns being voiced as

well. Given the rise in online enrollments,

most universities are starting new programs to

enroll more students, as a potential cash cow.

Many large online programs within traditional

universities currently operate as cost centers—

meaning they have to make a profit or fold up

shop. David Noble (2003) wrote that

The major change to befall the universities

over the last two decades has been the identi-

fication of the campus as a significant site of

capital accumulation, a change in social per-

ception that has resulted in the systemic con-

version of intellectual activity and

intellectual capital and hence, intellectual

property. (p. 27)

Many schools are seeking new ways to make

money due to funding cuts, and many adminis-

trators in higher education are betting that

increasing the number of online courses will

help alleviate this problem (O’Malley &

McCraw, 1999). Tomei (2006) says that many

higher education administrators view online

classes as a means to gain capital because they

assume that online classes can take a higher

number of students. Tomei’s study, which

compared an online and face-to-face “Educa-

tional Technology” class, showed that online

teaching demands 14% more of the instruc-

tor’s time. While the literature tends to support

this (Berge, 2000; Ellis, 2000), DiBiase dis-

agrees. In his study, which compared a course

being offered in both asynchronous and syn-

chronous formats, it was discovered that it

took 70 less hours to teach an online course

versus a face-to-face course (DiBiase, 2000).

Conversely, there are other issues surround-

ing this rapid increase of online learning.

Noble (2003) theorizes that
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Once faculty put their course material online,

moreover, the knowledge and course design

skill embodied in that material is taken out of

their possession, transferred to the machinery

and placed in the hands of the administration.

The administration is now in a position to

hire a less skilled, and hence, cheaper,

worker to deliver the technologically pre-

packaged course. (p. 32)

This implies that there will no longer be a need

for the faculty member who designed the

course. Instead administrators can take their

instruction and hand it off to a less competent

facilitator to teach the course. The basic notion

here is the danger of commodification of

higher education and intellectual knowledge.

However, the threat to traditional profes-

sors’ classroom domain is only part of the

picture. Adams and DeFleur (2005) con-

ducted a survey, which involved 109 com-

mittee chairs in humanities, social sciences,

science/technology, and professional fields to

find out how valuable online degrees were to

colleges looking for employees. They found

that 98% of the committee chairs said they

prefer traditional degrees to online degrees

when hiring for their own faculty vacancies.

If 98% of committee chairs prefer traditional

degrees, then why is there a push in higher

education for more online learning? It is

likely that online courses are seen as a mon-

eymaker via professional training but not

effective for producing researchers or deep

thinkers at the highest levels.

From a professional perspective, Capozzi

(2000) described how a chemical company

formed 12 focus groups to analyze employees

who varied in job position and length of time

with the company because they needed input

to develop a learning center. The study indi-

cated that learners are being overwhelmed

with technology and are already in front of the

computer too many hours per day. They stated,

“The good news is that people are becoming

more and more comfortable with technology.

The bad news is that people are becoming

inundated with technology” (p. 37), which

helps demonstrate that student motivation to

enroll in online courses may decrease due to

constant online exposure. Anderson (2001)

reiterates this notion in a study, which sought

to examine how the Internet affected student’s

social and academic lives by surveying 1,300

college students from eight academic institu-

tions. The study concluded that 10% of the stu-

dents interviewed were socially isolated from

society for spending too much time online. The

findings of these studies certainly highlight

some of the basic disadvantages found by

some learners and helps us recognize reasons

why some students are not eager to participate

in online learning, yet these disadvantages

haven’t yet stemmed the growth of online

learning. Thus there is enduring motivation to

pick up an online course or two among most

undergraduate residential students today. We

were sincerely interested in why this would be

the case and delved more deeply into the liter-

ature to discover that there is not a clear-cut

answer out there.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The growth in online learning is certainly, in

part, a reflection of demand for these courses

despite the potential drawbacks as we’ve

pointed out above. Carnevale (2004) suggests

that most college online courses are geared

towards students that are in residence on cam-

pus, not commuters, and definitely not the stu-

dents halfway around the globe. This finding

puzzles us and is one of the cornerstones of the

present study, which examines motivations for

residential enrollment in online courses. That

most students are residential does not seem

logical because online learning can take place

anytime/anywhere making geographic loca-

tion irrelevant and it would seem that this cen-

tral feature would be taken greatest advantage

of in the online learning enterprise. However,

Carnevale explains that most students who

take online courses are residential students

who enjoy the flexibility of online courses.

While Carnevale suggests that, theoretically,

the reason for residential students to take
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online courses is linked to flexibility, there has

not been any research to support this assertion

to date. Li and Akins (2005) disagree with

Carenevale’s assertion that most online stu-

dents are also residential students, and esti-

mated that only around 15% of online learners

are residential students. They highlighted the

importance of flexibility to most of the stu-

dents who took their online courses and found

that online students and instructors translate

course flexibility to mean less work and easier

grading. In referring to both instructors and

students, they stated: “They know that you do

not need to go to school, or be at a certain place

at a certain time; hence they assume that one

can cruise through the teaching and learning

processes” (p. 56). However, this study is

based solely on the author’s experiences, so

there is not sufficient empirical evidence to

support their claims either. 

O’Malley and McCraw (1999) conducted a

survey of 128 online undergraduate and gradu-

ate business students and found that students

liked online courses because they believed

they saved time, gained flexibility, were able

to enroll in more courses, and earn the same or

better grade in the online version versus the

face-to-face. While this study pointed out what

students liked about the online courses they

enrolled in, it also offered the confounding

revelation that the participants preferred tradi-

tional, face-to-face courses. This leads us to

reevaluate conclusions made in this study

because students’ responses regarding online

learning might not be the reasons they chose

the course, rather they were reasons the stu-

dents liked the course, which helps justify a

need to further explore this issue. It becomes

clear, then, that flexibility primarily means

timesavings of several types.

However, the notion that time savings is a

given has definitely been debated in the litera-

ture. For example, Whitney (2006) argues that

online classes do not save time. Here, Whitney

highlights the theoretical differences between

learners in traditional and online environments

and clarifies that while there may be greater

flexibility in online programs, one cannot

assume that flexibility equals more realized

free time. Rather, the flexibility offered may

reduce stress by giving students the flexibility

to participate in a course at their convenience.

This finding, while theoretical in nature, was

explored earlier by Beard, Harper, and Riley

(2004) who conducted a survey with 42 partic-

ipants, which compared student’s attitudes and

perceptions towards an online course that was

conducted in Blackboard called “Characteris-

tics of Severe Disabilities.” Based on open-

ended responses from their survey, they found

that flexibility allowed commuter students to

save time and money on travel to and from

class and that they enjoyed working from

home. This is confirmed by Young (2002),

whose theoretical review of hybrid instruction

explained that the flexibility offered in online

classes saves commuter students time because

they can choose when to access the online sec-

tions of a course. While this study only reflects

motivations of commuter students and not res-

idential, its helps support the notion that stu-

dents perceive flexibility in online courses to

be one of convenience. 

When students participate in an online

course they can access it at their convenience,

in a setting of their choice, because they have

instant access to all of their course materials

(Gebhardt, 2001). This is confirmed by Dut-

ton, Dutton, and Perry (2002), who conducted

a survey with 180 participants, which com-

pared a computer science class in both online

and face-to-face formats. Their survey showed

that 95.3% of students enrolled in their online

course because they could work in a setting of

choice at their convenience. While this indi-

cates student motivation to enroll in an online

course, it does not explain why undergraduate

residential students would enroll, because the

majority of the online students in their study

were returning learners. While this study does

not focus on our target population, similar

enrollment motivations are reflected repeat-

edly throughout the literature (Berge, Collins,

& Fitzsimmons, 2001; Mihhailova, 2006;

Willging & Johnson, 2004).
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While conducting a study, which viewed

the ways a business college handled its e-

learning program, Mihhailova (2006) inter-

viewed 11 residential students who were under

the age of 25 to determine what the students

enjoyed about their e-learning experience.

Three common ideas were uncovered during

the interviews that help illustrate why students

enroll in online courses, which are: “quick and

easy access to learning materials,” “no need

for physical presence/possibility to study in a

suitable location,” and “studying at a conve-

nient time for the student” (p. 279). While

these results focus on student motivation to

participate in an online course, they capture the

viewpoint from the learner who is enrolled in a

fully online program and not just an online

course. Berge, Collins, and Fitzsimmons

(2001) drew similar conclusions to Mihhailavo

in their theoretical review of online learning

where they stated that training can be con-

ducted at the convenience of the learner, no

matter where the employee is located or what

time zone he or she is in. They explained,

“Training does not have to be conducted dur-

ing a predetermined timeframe or even during

normal business hours. Training can take place

anytime during the day and the duration of the

training can be varied, depending on the work-

load” (p. 23). This helps reiterate the notion

that students are enrolling in these courses

because they are not time and place reliant

(Ellsworth, 1994). Willging and Johnson

(2004) uncovered similar results when they

conducted an online survey with 10 graduate

students to find out what influenced their deci-

sion to drop out of the University of Illinois

online masters program. As part of their sur-

vey, they asked students what their motiva-

tions were for enrolling in the first place. They

found that students enrolled in their online

courses because they wanted a schedule that

gave them flexibility, allowed them to work at

their own pace, and in their own environment.

Even though this study focused on motiva-

tional factors influencing students to enroll in

online courses, it does not draw information

from the undergraduate population, which is

our focus. Its participants were graduate stu-

dents who were enrolled in a fully online pro-

gram, not residential students, more typically

enrolled in a single online course. Similar

results emerged from a study conducted by

Beyth-Marom, Saporta, and Caspi (2005)

whose research focused on students’ reactions

to online tutors in both synchronous and asyn-

chronous formats. Out of 288 students who

participated in their survey, 48.1% agreed that

they had “a preference to manage their learn-

ing time themselves” and “felt strongly about

possessing their own materials” (p. 251).

Although the results from this study do not

directly point to motivational factors that influ-

ence a student’s decision to enroll in an online

course, they demonstrate how students

responded in an online setting, which helps

explain how students may feel towards the

online learning environment.

Here we have examined the literature in

the area of online learning to discern the

motivational factors that influence enroll-

ment decisions. As demonstrated in the liter-

ature review, there is an overwhelming

amount of research that touches upon stu-

dent motivation to enroll in online courses

but it does not focus on undergraduate resi-

dential students who are enrolling in these

courses; instead, most of the research con-

centrates on graduate students or students

enrolled in fully online programs. In addi-

tion, many studies were not explicitly inter-

ested in motivations to take online courses,

but found some motivational or usage prefer-

ences related to online learning as a tertiary

finding—that is, it was not the primary or

stated purpose of the research. After review-

ing the literature we remain unsatisfied that

there is a clear answer to the question of why

residential students are increasingly being

drawn to online courses as undergraduates.

Therefore, this study seeks to answer the fol-

lowing question: What motivates undergradu-

ate residential students to enroll in online

courses?
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METHOD

Participants

Participants in the study consisted of under-

graduate residential students taking an online

class through Penn State’s World Campus

Online. In order to be eligible to participate in

this study students had to meet certain criteria,

which consisted of being enrolled as an under-

graduate student, currently in an online course,

and be considered a residential student, which

we defined as living not more than 40 minutes

from campus. We interpret the term residential

to mean all students in the general vicinity of

campus who would have an easy and relatively

short commute to class. It should be noted that

we are not specifically looking at students just

living on campus, but rather students who are

considered to be residents of the local sur-

rounding communities. Our initial objective

was to look at students currently living on

campus but the resulting sample was so small

that we were concerned about being able to

draw any conclusions at all about motivations,

and therefore it needed to be expanded. We

expanded it to include students that were as

much as 40 minutes from campus who were

enrolled as residential undergraduate students.

While this population is slightly different from

those who live strictly on campus, none of

them are pursuing an entirely online degree,

and therefore still represent the interesting

question of why it would be that those who are

on campus decide to take an online course

when they have easy access to residential face-

to-face options. After reviewing demographic

data from Penn State’s World Campus, we

found that fewer students who live on campus

are actually taking online courses than we had

expected. We realize this is a limitation but

still find the results to be significant in terms of

explaining the motivations among residential

students for taking online courses.

The demographics and makeup of our par-

ticipants is consistent with previous surveys

conducted internally by Penn State’s World

Campus Online. Therefore, our sample is rep-

resentative of the population we are examin-

ing. Gender tended to include more women

(64%) than men (36%), 56% of the students

indicated they were full time students, 74% of

the students were at least 26 years old, 16%

were 22-25, and 10% were 18-21. Slightly

more than one third—36%—of the partici-

pants lived 21-40 minutes from campus, 58%

lived less than 20 minutes, and 6% lived on

campus. All students were undergraduates.

Seventy percent indicated that this was not

their first online course experience, and 86%

indicated that they intend to take more.

Materials and Procedures

A survey was developed to help answer the

question uncovered during our review of the

literature in online learning: What motivates

undergraduate residential students to enroll in

online courses? The survey (See Appendix)

consisted of 39 questions and sought to dis-

cover why students enrolled in their current

online course. The first 10 questions were mul-

tiple-choice and were aimed at the students’

demographics, asking questions such as age,

gender, location, and academic status. The next

26 questions were aimed at discovering reasons

students chose to enroll in an online course.

These questions were based on a 5 point Likert-

scale, which ranged from strongly agree (1) to

strongly disagree (5). The Likert-scale items

were identified from our literature review and

were put together for form 3 groups: (a) flexi-

bility and convenience, (b) common miscon-

ceptions students have concerning online

learning, and (c) external influences that could

have motivated students to enroll in the online

course. A reliability analysis of the Likert-scale

questions revealed a Chronbach’s Alpha of

.826, which according to DeVellis (2003)

needs to meet a .70 threshold to be considered

acceptable. The last 2 questions were open-

ended and asked students about their motiva-

tions for enrolling in the online course to help

discover if there were additional motivations

not covered in our survey.
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The survey was distributed online via e-

mail to a total of 408 of Penn State’s World

Campus Online students in the fall of 2007. In

order to be included in this study, participants

must have met the following three criteria;

undergraduate enrollment status, currently in

an online course, and be considered a residen-

tial student as defined by residing no more than

40 minutes from campus. A total of 74 stu-

dents of the original 408 (18%) responded and

50 were accepted based on the inclusion crite-

ria. Twenty-four students did not meet at least

one of the above criteria and therefore their

data were not used as part of this study. Stu-

dents completed the survey anonymously and

submitted it to an online database. Results for

the multiple choice and Likert-scale questions

were analyzed using descriptive statistics

while the open-ended questions were coded

into categories for interpretation. 

RESULTS

A descriptive analysis was conducted to ana-

lyze the Likert-scale questions, which were

aimed at discovering students’ motivations for

enrolling in an online course. The Likert-scale

is reported in three sections: flexibility and

convenience, common misconceptions, and

external influences. The open-ended questions

were coded and analyzed for common themes.

In addition, an inferential analysis was con-

ducted to compare age and distance from cam-

pus to each Likert-scale item.

Flexibility and Convenience

The first section of the Likert-scale survey

was aimed at exploring the effects of flexibil-

ity and convenience on student motivation to

enroll in online courses. These first eight Lik-

ert-scale questions are displayed in Table 1.

A majority of the students (88%) either

strongly agreed or agreed that online classes

worked better with their work schedule. This

indicates that a majority of the students in the

study held full or part time jobs that interfere

with their classes. More than half of the stu-

dents surveyed (58%) suggested that they took

an online class because it worked better with

their family schedule. A majority of students

either strongly agreed or agreed that they took

an online course because they were more flex-

ible (62%), that they could participate any-

where (66%) and anytime (62%), and that the

materials were available at all times (52%).

This confirms prior research claims (Dutton,

Dutton, & Perry 2002) that students are moti-

vated to enroll in online courses due to the

nature of their flexibility and 24/7 access.

Common Misconceptions Concerning 

Online Learning

The following Likert-scale questions were

geared towards understanding common mis-

conceptions that students have towards online

learning. Theses 12 indicators are displayed in

Table 2.

Results of these 12 indicators, which looked

at common misconceptions students have

towards online learning, suggested that most

students do not hold them to be true. This was

surely a welcomed revelation. The study

revealed that only 12% of students strongly

agreed or agreed that they learn more in online

courses and 16% felt that they participate

more, 8% indicated that they did not feel that

online classes are easier, and about half (56%),

felt that they could take more online courses

per semester, pointing to the idea that students

do not feel online courses are easier but that

they may involve less work than face-to-face

courses. However, when asked if online

courses saved them time, student responses

tended to be mixed, supporting the notion that

they spend at least just as much time online as

face-to-face. Only a small number of students

(22%) indicated that they enjoyed spending

time on the computer, only 28% of students

indicated that they wanted to see what it was

like to take an online course, and only 16%

took the course to diversify their learning

experiences. Nonetheless, most students felt
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TABLE 1

Flexibility and Convenience

QUESTION M SD

Percentage of Strongly

Agree (1) and Agree (2)

An important reason for choosing an online course was that it 

worked better with my “work” schedule

1.46 1.05 88%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that it 

worked better with my “family” schedule

2.14 1.27 58%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that it 

worked better with my “free-time” schedule

2.24 1.12 59%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that they are 

more flexible, i.e., I can work at my own pace

2.22 1.23 56%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that they let 

me participate anytime

2.12 1.17 62%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that they let 

me participate anywhere

2.02 1.11 66%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that all of the 

course materials are available at all times

2.40 1.21 52%

* - Likert-scale was measured on a 5 point scale which consisted of: Strongly Agree (1), Agree (2), Neutral (3), Disagree 

(4), Strongly Disagree (5)

TABLE 2

Common Misconceptions

QUESTION M SD

Percentage of Strongly

Agree (1) and Agree (2)

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I learn 

more in an online course than in a classroom

3.34 1.00 12%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I 

participate more online than in a classroom

3.2 .99 16%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that they save 

me time compared to a classroom course

3.04 1.32 26%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that they are 

easier than classroom courses

3.88 1.00 8%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I am 

more comfortable in an online course than a I am in a classroom

3.34 1.00 18%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I can 

take more classes per semester if they are online

2.46 1.24 56%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I express 

myself better through writing than speaking

3.24 1.13 26%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I enjoy 

spending time on the computer

3.22 1.01 22%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I am 

more comfortable working independently

2.70 1.01 44%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I wanted 

to see what it was like to take an online course

3.22 1.18 28%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I wanted 

to Diversify my learning experiences

3.28 .94 16%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I learn 

better from reading lecture materials compared to hearing them

3.66 1.02 8%

* - Likert-scale was measured on a 5 point scale which consisted of: Strongly Agree (1), Agree (2), Neutral (3), Disagree 

(4), Strongly Disagree (5)
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that they were more comfortable working

independently. 

External Influences

The following Likert-scale questions

sought to understand if outside influences

motivated students to enroll in online courses.

The seven external influence indicators are

displayed in Table 3.

A majority of students revealed that exter-

nal influences had little if any motivational

impact on their decision to enroll in an online

course. Less than 10% of the students indi-

cated that they had been given advice from an

advisor, instructor, or peer to enroll in an

online course. Only 12% indicated that the

course was required and student responses

tended to be mixed when asked if the online

course was essential to graduate, pointing to

the idea that most students were taking the

online course as an elective and free choice.

Nonetheless, a majority of the students

revealed that the course they were enrolled in

was not only offered online indicating that

most of the online courses were available in

the classroom as well. Of the courses offered

in the classroom, 26% strongly agreed or

agreed that they could not get into the face-to-

face course.

Open-Ended Questions

Outcomes from the open-ended questions

helped confirm results from the Likert-scale

questions. Open-ended questions were coded

and analyzed. An overwhelming majority of

the students indicated that the major three

influences on their decision to enroll in an

online course were time, convenience, and

flexibility. When asked what the most impor-

tant reason for choosing an online course

included, one student responded, 

Because it fits better into your busy schedule.

You can work on it at all times and have a set

date from the beginning for assignments in

which you can work at your own pace as long

as you get it done by that time. 

TABLE 3

External Influences

QUESTION M SD

Percentage of Strongly

Agree (1) and Agree (2)

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I 

received advice from an advisor/instructor

3.7 .93 8%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I 

received advice from peers

3.7 .97 10%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that it was 

required

3.74 1.12 12%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that this 

course was only available online

3.26 1.20 30%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I could 

not get into the face-to-face course

3.22 1.28 26%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I needed 

it to graduate

2.90 1.3 36%

An important reason for choosing an online course was that I could 

not get into the face-to-face course and needed it to graduate

3.24 1.39 26%

* - Likert-scale was measured on a 5 point scale which consisted of: Strongly Agree (1), Agree (2), Neutral (3), Disagree 

(4), Strongly Disagree (5)
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Another example included, “I would choose

the online course if I wanted to take another

course on campus that was offered at the same

time.” By and large, most students’ responses

resembled these examples. These findings

reinforce conclusions drawn from the Likert-

scale survey by showing that students enrolled

in online courses due to their flexibility, time,

and convenience.

Group Comparisons: Age and Distance 

to Likert-Scale Items

A series of Kruskal-Wallis tests were con-

ducted to compare both age (18-21, 22-25, and

26+) and distance from campus (On-campus,

Less than 20 minutes from campus, Between

21-40 minutes from campus, Between 41-60

minutes from campus, and More than 1 hour

from campus) to each of the Likert-scale ques-

tions. Results yielded insignificant differences

in both age and distance from campus groups

to each of the Likert-scale questions. However,

it should be noted that although insignificant

differences were found, there were observable

differences in the 18-21 age group when com-

pared to other age groups, and in the on-

campus group when compared to other

distance groups. Therefore further investiga-

tion to compare these two populations is war-

ranted to explore if there is a significant

difference.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This study sought to understand the motiva-

tional factors that influence undergraduate res-

idential students to enroll in online courses. As

demonstrated in the literature, there is a good

deal of research that investigates student moti-

vation to enroll in online courses, but it tends

not to focus on residential students who are

enrolling in these courses, and it tends to be

theoretical, anecdotal, or experiential. In addi-

tion, many studies were not explicitly inter-

ested in motivations to take online courses, but

found some motivational or usage preferences

related to online learning as a tertiary find-

ing—that is, it was not the primary purpose of

their research. 

Our literature review identified two critical

factors for students enrolling in online courses,

which were flexibility and convenience. Our

study sought to investigate these factors by

examining the motivations influencing resi-

dential students. Results of our study con-

firmed the literature, which showed that

residential students attribute flexibility, time,

and convenience in their decision to enroll in

online courses. Many of the students pointed to

factors such as work, family, and anywhere/

anytime access. Similar conclusions were

made by Gaytan and McEwen (2007) who

found that many online students have commit-

ments such as jobs and family, which makes

the anywhere/anytime characteristic of online

courses all the more desirable. While it is true

that the study was significantly limited by the

population who responded to the survey and

therefore had to expand its boundaries to

understand residential in a broader sense as

anyone within a 40 minute commute to cam-

pus, we still feel that there are important and

compelling findings that are likely to represent

this larger population of residential students. 

Findings in our study suggest that the

majority of students feel that online courses

are fairly similar to face-to-face courses in

terms of rigor, workload, and time spent work-

ing in and out of class, which is inline with cur-

rent research (Merisotis & Phipps, 1999). This

dispels previous beliefs that residential stu-

dents are enrolling in online courses because

they think they are easier and less work,

although it should be noted that almost half felt

that they could take more per semester, which

could be attributed to time savings. These

result shows that students who are enrolled in

online classes are getting a similar education to

those students in the face-to-face version.

However, it should be noted that this finding

applies to individual online classes at Penn

State University and certainly may not pertain

to fully online programs or programs at other

institutions.



Motivations for Residential Students to Participate in Online Courses 21

A majority of students indicated that they

are comfortable working independently, which

is often a characteristic of successful online

learners (Hale, 2007). As pointed out in Rovai

Ponton, Wighting, and Baker (2007), online

students are generally self-motivated individu-

als who are mature, disciplined, and self-regu-

lated. Thus, this leads us to conclude that

residential online learners, who are comfort-

able working independently, are more apt to

enroll in online courses.

Furthermore, this study revealed that most

students did not enjoy spending additional

time on the computer, as is required in the

online learning environment. This indicates

that students may not be inclined to spend

additional time on the computer and supports

conclusions drawn by Anderson (2001) and

Capozzi (2000) that today’s students are being

over-inundated with technology, which may

hinder their motivation to enroll in online

courses. However, this finding does not appear

to deter students, as an overwhelming majority

stated that they intended to continue to enroll

in online courses.

When asked about external influences,

which may have affected students’ decision to

take an online course, it was revealed that nei-

ther peers’, instructors’, and/or advisors’ influ-

ence motivated the students to enroll in these

courses. In addition, it was also noted that a

quarter of the students tried to enroll in the

face-to-face course but could not get in.

Although not a significant percentage of the

participants, similar findings have been

reported in the literature (Cereijo, 2006) sug-

gesting that a portion of students may be moti-

vated to enroll in online courses because they

could not get into the face-to-face version.

While our study examined residential stu-

dents (i.e., students who were within reason-

able driving distance from campus), future

research should focus on students taking

online courses who are on-campus and in the

18-21 year old age group. Our study included

students of any age that met the criteria of

being residential students, which we defined as

living at least 40 minutes from campus. From

the results in our analysis of the Likert-scale

questions, we observed differences in both age

and distance to campus but they were found to

be insignificant. We attribute this finding to

the low number of 18-21 year olds and on-

campus students. Therefore, future studies

conducted with these groups may yield find-

ings that would further contribute to the litera-

ture. This would increase the generalizability

of this study’s results, which could be used to

compare the factors (distance to campus and

age) to student motivations for enrolling in

online courses. It may be some years before

such a study is possible, however. Currently

World Campus is among the largest providers

of undergraduate curricula online; however,

the representative population is still relatively

small in terms of those who live in the dorms

on campus in the 18-24 age range and there-

fore a survey repeated with this population in

the near term may not be likely to yield signif-

icantly different results. It may be wiser to get

a sense of their reasons through phenomeno-

logical interview protocol as opposed to sur-

veys. While this will not produce a more

generalizable result, it could give us some

excellent insights into learner’s reasons for

enrolling in online courses that are also offered

on campus face-to-face.

This study helped examine a gap in the

research on online learning that is located at the

intersection of student motivations for online

learning among residential learners. We began

by examining the online learning enterprise

and its potential benefits and drawbacks. We

then turned our attention to the literature in the

area of online learning and learner motivation

to engage in online learning. Prior research

revealed that students enroll in online courses

due to their flexibility and convenience but

tends to focus on students in fully online pro-

grams and/or graduate and commuter students,

rather than residential undergraduates. The

results of this study upheld these findings as

they relate to residential students, which we

suggest fills a particular gap in the current lit-

erature in online learning. We expect these

findings will help to guide future research in
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the realm of online learning as we begin to

understand the motivations of residential stu-

dent populations. The notion here is to make

sure to draw the distinctions between residen-

tial face-to-face, and residential online courses

for students. Through this lens, we hope that

understanding student motivations will help

the future of online learning to become more

beneficial to residential e-learners.
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APPENDIX

Survey Instrument

1. How many online college courses have 

you taken and/or currently enrolled in?

a. 0

b. 1

c. 2

d. 3 or More

2. What is your age?

a. 18-21

b. 22-25

c. 26+

3. What is your gender?

a. Male

b. Female

4. How would you describe your current 

academic status?

a. Full Time

b. Part Time

c. Non Degree

5. Are you an undergraduate student?

a. Yes

b. No

6. How far do you live from campus?

a. On Campus

b. Less than 20 minutes from campus

c. Between 21-40 Minutes from campus

d. Between 41-60 Minutes from campus

e. More than 1 Hour

7. Which college are you in

a. College of Agricultural Sciences

b. College of Arts and Architecture

c. Smeal College of Business

d. College of Communications

e. College of Earth and Mineral Sciences

f. College of Education

g. College of Engineering

h. College of Health and Human

Development

i. College of Information Sciences and

Technology

j. College of the Liberal Arts

k. Eberly College of Science

l. Undecided

m. Other (please specify)

8. Which campus do you attend?

a. Abington

b. Altoona

c. Beaver

d. Behrend

e. Berks

f. Delaware

g. Dubois

h. Fayette

i. Harrisburg

j. Hazelton

k. Hershey

l. Lehigh Valley

m. Mckeesport

n. Mont Alto

o. New Kensington

p. Schuylkill

q. Shenango

r. University Park

s. Wilkes-Barre

t. Worthington Scranton

u. York

v. Other (please specify)
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9. Is the online course that you are currently 

enrolled in, or have taken, offered as a 

classroom course as well?

a. Yes

b. No

c. Don’t Know

10. After my online experience, I would like 

to take more online courses?

a. Yes

b. No

11. How strongly do you agree or disagree 

with the following statements?

Choices:

Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree or Disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Questions:

12. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that it worked better 

with my “work” schedule

13. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that it worked better 

with my “family” schedule

14. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that it worked better 

with my “free-time” schedule

15. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that they are more flex-

ible i.e. I can work at my own pace

16. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that they let me partici-

pate anytime

17. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that they let me partici-

pate anywhere

18. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that all of the course 

materials are available at all times

19. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I learn more in an 

online course than in a classroom

20. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that they save me time 

compared to a classroom course

21. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I participate more 

online than in a classroom

22. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that they are easier than 

classroom courses

23. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I am more com-

fortable in an online course than I am in a 

classroom

24. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I can take more 

classes per semester if they are online

25. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I express myself 

better through writing than speaking

26. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I enjoy spending 

time on the computer

27. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I am more com-

fortable working independently

28. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I wanted to see 

what it was like to take an online course

29. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I wanted to Diver-

sify my learning experiences 

30. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I learn better from 

reading lecture materials compared to 

hearing them

31. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I received advice 

from an advisor/instructor 
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32. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I received advice 

from peers 

33. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that it was required

34. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that this course was 

only available online

35. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I could not get into 

the face-to-face course

36. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I needed it to grad-

uate

37. An important reason for choosing an 

online course was that I could not get into 

the face-to-face course and needed it to 

graduate

38. Are there any reasons, not listed in this 

survey, which motivated you to enroll in 

an online course?

39. In your own words, what is the most 

important reason you would choose to 

take an online course when the same 

course is available in a classroom at your 

college?
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