101: DISTANCE
EDUCATION
INTRODUCTION
Today’s students are more diverse—in age, race, and income—than any previous generation. They are more
likely to be older, working, parenting, and may learn part-time or online.

Distance education enrollment prior to the COVID-19 pandemic:

nearly

in Fall 2018

7 million

were enrolled in
distance education
courses at degreegranting postsecondary
institutions1

1/2

68%

approximately

of those students
took all of their
courses online2

of online
students
were at
public
institutions3

Of online students prior to the COVID-19 pandemic:

84%

of online bachelor’s
students were
employed4

65%

of students pursuing
online bachelor’s
degrees were female5

32

was the students’
average age7

41%

of online students were
parents8

Of students taking classes online
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HOW HAS THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC CHANGED THE LANDSCAPE OF DISTANCE
EDUCATION?
The COVID-19 pandemic shifted many postsecondary courses online due to public health concerns. For some
students, this may be their first time participating in distance learning.

Distance learning in 2020

29%
57%
a majority

of students have
reported that they
will be receiving
their instruction
fully online in Fall 2020
of students stated
that they will receive
instruction through
a “hybrid model”
partially online, partially offline.9

10%
55%

of colleges have
planned to be
fully online
have had a primarily
online or hybrid
model this fall with
less than a quarter
of colleges with instruction
primarily in-person.10

Looking ahead to spring, colleges are generally planning for more of the same, with most schools
indicating they will have online or hybrid instruction.

What are the opportunities and challenges for today’s students in distance education?

36%

of distance ed students
are pursuing education
to transition to a new
career field12

November 2020

30%

of students report
that they have
difficulty accessing
course content even if
they have internet at
home.13,14 Among the
biggest barriers to
completion for online
students are the cost
of more classes and
internet connectivity
problems.

50% 3 in 10

of students in
online education
report that existing
commitments,
including work and
family obligations,
prevent them from
attending oncampus education15
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Americans say that
even if COVID-19 was
not a threat, they’d
prefer an online-only
learning option.16

As more students shift to distance education throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond, policy and
practice should anticipate the needs of students who continue to learn online at greater numbers. Broadband
access and affordability remains paramount to online learners, and off-campus or local child care can be a
reliable option instead of campus-based. As our postsecondary learning system continues to evolve, we must
continue to support student success, no matter where it occurs.

broadband access

affordability

off-campus or
local child care
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