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ABSTRACT 

The delivery of courses, programs and degrees in the online format is well established in institutions of higher 
education. However, educational institutions and students may have different reasons for choosing online education. 
This research surveyed over four hundred students in three different universities and identified “Perceived 
Effectiveness of Online Courses” and “Classroom Interaction and Discussion” as two significant factors that affect 
students’ selecting of online courses, as opposed to on-ground (i.e., face-to-face) or hybrid courses. With the maturity 
of online education, the emphasis on the mechanism (i.e., the “technology”) of course delivery has lessened in 
comparison to the early days of online education. It is the quality of education, proxied in educational effectiveness 
and course structure (e.g., classroom interaction) that really matters. In addition, online education is not “one size 
fits all.” This studyy finds that students who selected an online course for the initial reason of “scheduling” were 
significantly influenced by perceived effectiveness of online courses, age, and the ability to prioritize, but not 
classroom interaction and discussion. This differs from students who selected an online course based on convenience 
and selecting a particular professor or other specific factors.  

Keywords: Online Education, Computer Information Systems, Perceived Learning, e-Learning, Education 
Effectiveness 

INTRODUCTION 

Throughout higher education, online learning has emerged as a fundamental influence in educational delivery systems. 
The Babson Survey Research Group has been tracking online education for more than a decade with data collected 
from more than 2,800 colleges and universities (Allen & Seaman, 2015). This research group has found that 
institutions are incorporating online classes in their long-term strategies significantly more today than they did when 
the first survey began in 2002. The number of students enrolled in online courses has increased from about 1.6 million 
in 2002 to 5.8 million in 2014 (Allen & Seaman, 2015).  For the institutions, online education can be cost-effective 
and provide growth opportunities (Bristow, Shepherd, Humpreys, & Ziebell, 2011). Administration in higher 
education view online courses as more cost-effective than face-to-face courses, because they are not required to 
provide physical space for the courses. Cost-savings for the institutions may not benefit the students. It is important 
to determine the factors that influence students’ choosing online vs. face-to-face courses.  

The Noel-Levitz National Online Learners Priorities Report (2012) indicates that out of eleven enrollment factors the 
top three priorities for both undergraduate and graduate students choosing to enroll in online programs were: 
convenience, flexible programming, and the ability to fit education into their work schedule. The survey results were 
based on data from more than 123,000 students at 109 institutions with 112,000 of these students enrolled primarily 
in online programs, while students enrolled primarily on campus include approximately 10,000 students. There were 
a little over 79,000 undergraduate students in the dataset and around 38,500 graduate level students. This report also 
found that twenty-four percent (24%) of online learners believe the experience met their expectations, sixty-five 
percent (65%) considered that it exceeded their expectations and seventy-three percent (73%) were satisfied or very 
satisfied with their experience 

In a more recent study in 2017 (The Noel-Levitz National Online Learners Priorities Report, 2017), these three 
priorities (convenience, work schedule, and flexible pacing for completing a program) still matter and echo with the 
top three factors in students’ original decision to enroll in online programs in 2012. The 2017 survey results were 
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based on the feedback from 128,988 students from 164 institutions with 94% primarily online and 6% primarily on-
ground. It is worth noting that seventy-four percent (74%) of online learners were satisfied with their online programs, 
and it is the highest overall satisfaction in educational experiences, in comparison to those of the other five groups of 
students (four-year private, four-year public, two-year public, career schools, and adult learners). 
 
It has been slightly over a decade since the university administrators at the authors’ respective universities included 
the online delivery format as a critical component of their long-term strategy. The primary goal was to reach a potential 
student population, who were unable to attend on-ground (i.e., face-to-face) classes due to location, work schedule 
and the like. Another goal was to offer education to students at a price that was less expensive than conventional on-
ground education. Nevertheless, the preference of course delivery formats by the administrations may not align with 
the preference of the student. Although the overall satisfaction is high from online learners in the 2017 Noel-Levitz 
National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report, the result was based on 94% primarily online students, and hence, 
it was unclear what a student’s preference would be when given a choice of enrolling in an online or an on-ground 
course.  
 
Accordingly, the purpose of this research is to develop insights into why students choose the online learning format, 
as compared to the traditional on-ground or the hybrid learning formats. Hannay and Newvine (2006) examined why 
students chose distance education and student perceptions of the quality and difficulty of those courses as compared 
to courses taught face-to-face. They found that students preferred the distance education format because it permitted 
them to balance their other commitments. Vidanagama (2016) applied the Technology Acceptance Model to 
investigate the acceptance of the e-learning approach among undergraduate students enrolled in computer-related 
degrees. The author found that the technological adequacy of the student affects why the student chose the online 
course format.  
 
This research further develops insights into students’ preferences in online education beyond technical factors. It 
focuses on Computer Information Systems (CIS) courses, particularly, to examine, for relatively technical-savvy CIS 
students, what other non-technical factors may influence students’ online education preferences. The authors 
administered a survey to both on-ground and online students enrolled in CIS courses. Specifically, it was to examine 
the factors related to education, itself, such as course outcome and structure, besides the typically reasons of 
convenience, work schedule, and flexible pacing to complete a program (Noel-Levitz, 2017), which are the traits 
technology offers. 
 
Research Question 1. What factors, other than convenience, flexibility and work schedule may affect a student’s 
selection of an online delivery format over on-ground or hybrid formats?  

 
Research Question 2. Do factors related to course outcome and course structure affect a student’s selection of an online 
delivery format over on-ground or hybrid formats? If so, what are these factors? 

 
Research Question 3. Do age and gender play a role in a student’s selection of an online course delivery format over 
on-ground or hybrid formats? 

 
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

Definition of Delivery Formats 
The definition of online course delivery is a course in which one hundred percent (100%) of the content is delivered 
with no face-to-face meetings. On-ground or face-to-face courses are defined as those in which one hundred percent 
(100%) of the content delivery is in the traditional brick-and-mortar classroom. Although an on-ground course might 
contain Web enhancements or online supplements such as assignments, videos and threaded discussions, the format 
of the course delivery is still considered on-ground. Finally, the hybrid delivery format occurs, when a course is 
partially delivered on-ground and partially delivered online (i.e., between 30% and 80% of the course content is 
delivered online). 
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Survey and Participants 
The researchers used a web-based survey created in QuestionPro that consisted of thirty-four (34) closed-ended 
questions. In addition to questions concerning student demographics, learning styles, and CIS-related course 
categories, subsequent questions asked students to identify motivations for either taking or not taking online courses. 
 
The three universities involved in this survey were a private university, a state-owned public university, and a state-
related university. The students surveyed at the private university included those seeking a bachelor's, master's or 
doctoral degree. The students surveyed at the state-owned and the state-related universities only included those seeking 
a bachelor's degree. The authors wanted to survey respondents from different types of universities because these 
universities provide a diverse, socio-economic mixture of participants and potentially different demographics. 
According to Norvilitis, Merwin, Osberg, Roehling, Young, and Kamas (2006), many demographic differences exist 
between state and private university students including debt to income ratio and a significant disparity in race. This 
research strategy of surveying students in different universities is consistent with the survey and data analysis strategy 
of categorizing research results based on different groups of universities used in the 2017 Noel-Levitz National Student 
Satisfaction and Priorities Report (2017); however, in the 2017 report, of the online learners surveyed 62% were 
undergraduate students and 34% were graduate students.  In this research, more undergraduate students were surveyed 
than graduate students, by design.  
 
 

RESULTS 
 

Only students enrolled in CIS courses completed the survey, regardless of their academic major. Administration of 
the survey spanned three semesters; spring 2017, fall 2017, and spring 2018. Four hundred and nineteen (N=419) 
students answered all questions. The actual number of responses to each question varied by question. 
 
Demographics 
Undergraduate students made up the majority of the survey respondents at 86%. The ratio of male to female students 
was 70% male, 29% female, and 1% identified as other.  Sixty-eight percent (68%) of the survey respondents were 
between 18 and 30 years of age. 
 
Underlying Factors of “Selecting Online” -- Course Effectiveness and Classroom Interaction 
Students were asked: “If given a choice to take the same course in an ONLINE format or an ONGROUND format, 
would you select the ONLINE format?”  With “selecting online” as the dependent variable, a list of independent 
variables were examined to see which factors affect students’ “selecting online.” The results in Table 1 show that it is 
the overall course outcome represented in “the perceived overall effectiveness of courses offered completely online” 
and the online course structure that encourages “classroom interaction and discussion” that have a highly significant 
impact on students’ “selecting online.” The coefficients are positive which suggest that students, who do select online, 
do so because of perceived overall effectiveness of online courses and classroom interaction and discussion. The p-
values of both contributing factors are less than 0.001, indicating these factors are highly significant influencers to 
“selecting online” vs. “selecting on-ground.” Moreover, the coefficient for “classroom interaction and discussion” is 
0.212 and that for “overall effectiveness” is 0.167, which shows that “classroom interaction and discussion” carries 
an even higher weight in students’ “selecting online.” 
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Table 1. Regression Analysis of Underlying Online Selection Factors – All Students 
 

Coefficientsa 

Model 
Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

T Sig. B Std. Error B 

1 (Constant) .215 .159  1.348 .180 

Perceived OVERALL 
effectiveness of courses 
offered COMPLETELY 
online 

.167 .030 .403 5.635 .000 

Need for Supervision .100 .064 .101 1.558 .121 

Ability to Prioritize .068 .068 .065 1.002 .318 

Effort expected .043 .039 .066 1.103 .272 

Time-management, I would 
describe myself as … 

-.005 .083 -.004 -.065 .948 

Classroom interaction and 
discussion 

.212 .047 .300 4.476 .000 

I feel that certain subject 
areas are more appropriate 
to online instruction than 
other subject areas 

.046 .082 .032 .562 .575 

 
a. Dependent Variable: If given a choice to take the same course in an ONLINE format or an ONGROUND  
    format, would you select the ONLINE format? For all students N=419. 
 
Stated Initial Reasons vs. Underlying Factors 
Table 1 displays the results for all students surveyed along with reasons that they would choose online versus on-
ground courses. As noted, the findings suggest that effectiveness and interaction are the significant factors. In 
addition to other questions, the survey asked why students initially chose an online course. The exact question asked 
was: “If you did select an ONLINE format for a course, what would be the main reasons?” The students can choose 
from Convenience, Scheduling, Delivery Method, To take a particular professor, and Other (please specify). 
 

Based on this perceived reasoning, the authors analyzed the data on what the students chose as their stated reason. 
First, we parsed the data set and examined students, who stated that they chose online, based on convenience (Table 
2). Those, who state that they select for convenience, also decide based on perceived effectiveness and need for 
classroom interaction, in addition to, expected effort. Time management was not a significant variable, nor was ability 
to prioritize. Those, who chose for convenience, also require high quality and the need for in-person interaction. In 
addition, in these analyses we added gender and age, to determine whether these were demographically relevant 
variables. For students who selected online courses based on convenience, neither age, nor gender was significant.  
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Table 2. Regression Analysis of Underlying Online Selection Factor Based on Initial Reason of Convenience 
 

Coefficientsa 

Model 
Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

T Sig. B Std. Error B 

1 (Constant) .451 .362  1.245 .218 

Perceive OVERALL 
effectiveness of courses  
offered COMPLETELY 
online 

.188 .062 .357 3.045 .003 

Need for Supervision .092 .100 .098 .929 .356 

Ability to Prioritization -.083 .104 -.083 -.800 .427 

Effort expected .104 .057 .174 1.835 .071 

Time-management -.054 .142 -.040 -.382 .704 

Classroom interaction and 
discussion 

.184 .075 .281 2.472 .016 

 Subject areas 
appropriateness to online 
instruction 

.113 .132 .084 .859 .394 

Gender  -.179 .109 -.166 -1.639 .106 

Age -.012 .039 -.030 -.316 .753 

 
a. Dependent Variable: If given a choice to take the same course in an ONLINE format or an ONGROUND format, 

would you select the ONLINE format? For those students having chosen Convenience, as the initial reason of 
having selected online course. 

 
Next, the authors parsed the data set and examined students, who stated that they chose online, based on scheduling 
(Table 3). Those, who say that they select for scheduling, also decide based on perceived effectiveness, but not the 
need for classroom interaction, nor expected effort. The ability to prioritize was found to be a significant variable for 
this group. Online learning does require an internal commitment to study, since there may not be external schedules 
that are required to be met. It is reasonable that those, who can prioritize, would select online more than those, who 
cannot. Those, who stated that they chose based on scheduling, also require high quality.  
 
In addition, in these analyses the authors added gender and age to determine whether these were demographically 
relevant variables. For the student group choosing “scheduling” as the initial reason, gender was not significant, but 
age was a significant factor for choosing online. A likely assumption is that older students are in the work force and/or 
have family obligations and need to work schooling around their work and family schedules. Those students, who 
indicated that they select for scheduling, also decide based on perceived effectiveness, but do not consider classroom 
interaction. They are significantly older individuals, and they are also students who believe they can prioritize their 
workload. 
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Table 3. Regression Analysis of Underlying Online Selection Factors Based on the Initial Reason of Scheduling  
 

Coefficientsa 

Model 
Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

T Sig. B Std. Error B 

1 (Constant) .665 .338  1.966 .055 

Perceived OVERALL 
effectiveness of courses 
offered COMPLETELY 
online 

.140 .043 .411 3.297 .002 

Need for Supervision -.023 .101 -.026 -.226 .822 

Ability to Prioritization .285 .102 .334 2.788 .008 

Effort expected .006 .066 .009 .087 .931 

Time-management -.028 .109 -.029 -.256 .799 

Classroom interaction and 
discussion 

.114 .075 .174 1.530 .133 

Subject areas 
appropriateness to online 
instruction 

.213 .145 .156 1.465 .150 

 Gender  -.071 .147 -.048 -.482 .632 

Age -.097 .047 -.220 -2.073 .044 
 
a. Dependent Variable: If given a choice to take the same course in an ONLINE format or an ONGROUND  

format, would you select the ONLINE format? For those students having chosen Scheduling, as the initial reason 
of having selected online courses. 

 
The authors parsed the data set again and examined students who stated that they chose online, based on selecting a 
particular professor (Table 4). The authors found no other significant variables, when a student chooses an online 
course, based on choosing a particular professor. These students do not seem to care about any other underlying 
factors. 
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Table 4. Regression Analysis of Underlying Online Selection Factors Based on the Initial Reason of Taking a 
Particular Professor 

 
Coefficientsa 

Model 
Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

T Sig. B Std. Error B 

1 (Constant) .800 .863  .927 .371 

Perceived OVERALL 
effectiveness of courses  
offered COMPLETELY 
online 

.207 .139 .594 1.495 .159 

Need for Supervision .345 .331 .389 1.043 .316 

Ability to Prioritization -.330 .381 -.330 -.865 .403 

Effort expected -.221 .195 -.411 -1.136 .276 

Time-management .200 .477 .154 .420 .681 

Classroom interaction and 
discussion is 

.000 .256 .000 -.001 .999 

Subject areas 
appropriateness to online 
instruction 

.153 .514 .118 .299 .770 

Gender -.023 .296 -.022 -.078 .939 

Age .081 .105 .206 .774 .453 
 

a. Dependent Variable: If given a choice to take the same course in an ONLINE format or an ONGROUND  
format, would you select the ONLINE format? For those students having chosen based on Taking a Particular 
Professor, as the initial reason of having selected online courses. 

 
The authors examined the data set a final time and examined students who may have stated that they chose online 
based on other initial reasons. No students chose an online course, based on other reasons.  
 
Please note that there was not a valid sample size, for those students who chose online due to delivery method, and, 
therefore, the data could not be analyzed. 
 
 

DISCUSSIONS 
 

A key finding of this research for educators suggests that to improve the adoption of online course delivery, as a 
desired choice, there needs to be a concerted effort to improve perceived and actual online effectiveness, as well as, 
facilitating online classroom discussion. 
 
The results are interesting as they delve below the existing literature that analyzed convenience, work schedule, and 
flexible pacing in 2017 (Noel-Levitz, 2017), and convenience, flexible programing, and work schedule in 2012 (Noel-
Levitz, 2012) and balance other commitment (Hannay and Newvine, 2006). The authors first examined separate 
independent variables including “time management,” “ability to prioritize,” “need for supervision,” and “effort 
expected.”  However, none of these independent variables were a significant influencer to students’ “selecting online.” 
In addition, the selection of an online format was not dependent on whether there is a fit between the subject area and 
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the online format. This survey differed somewhat in approach, as it asked a question concerning why online versus 
on-ground was selected, initially. The variables of convenience and flexibility may have influenced an initial choice; 
however, after making the selection, the underlying factors that correlated with online selection were found to be 
classroom interaction and overall course effectiveness. 
 
One possible explanation for these significant factors, is that with the pervasiveness and maturity of online education, 
students are more and more concerned with the quality of online learning rather than the simple convenience and 
flexibility offered by technology – the factors that have a lesser impact on learning effectiveness and outcome, as they 
are traits of technology, but not those specifically for education.  Students’ emphasis on course outcome and course 
structure, as reasons for selecting online courses, also show the students’ maturity in finding the right reasons of 
choosing the right course delivery format.  
 
The overall effectiveness of courses should always be one of the main reasons for choosing course delivery formats, 
regardless of online, on-ground or hybrid. The mechanism, (i.e., the “technology”) of course delivery does not matter. 
It is the quality of education, proxied in course effectiveness that really matters.  
 
Online courses typically include forum discussions. Due to the asynchronous nature of online education, especially, 
that for discussion forums, instructor-to-students and student-to-student interactions and discussions are no longer 
restricted by the limited class meeting times for on-ground courses. Some discussion forums are designed to encourage 
more student-to-student interaction (e.g., a student must post at least two threads that address other students’ posts). 
The extent of interactions in an online format would be difficult to match in an on-ground course. 
 
In addition, it is important to note that “the devil is in the details.” Online education is evaluated differently by different 
groups of students. Student groups who have initially elected an online course due to Convenience vs. Scheduling vs. 
Take a Particular Professor have evaluated differently, the underling factors for their online selection preferences. 
Online program design tailored to different groups and their preferences would make the program more attractive to 
these varied groups. 
 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

This research surveyed over four hundred students in three universities with regard to their preferences of taking online 
vs. on-ground, or hybrid courses. It found that perceived course effectiveness and classroom interaction were the two 
major factors that significantly contributed to the selection of an online course delivery format versus an on-ground 
course delivery format. Students’ overall perceived value of online course effectiveness significantly influences their 
online selection. Classroom interaction and discussion also significantly contributes to online course selection. This 
research showed that the students, who stated that they selected an online course, initially for convenience, were also 
influenced significantly, by perceived online course effectiveness and class interaction. Those students, who chose 
online, initially, based on scheduling, were also influenced by age, perceived effectiveness, and the ability to prioritize. 
Those, who stated that they chose online, initially for taking a particular professor or for other reasons, were not 
influenced by any underlying factors.  
 
This study holds significant implications for universities and providers of online education, in that it suggests that 
there is still a significant need for improving real and perceived effectiveness of online courses and providing 
significant classroom interaction in online offerings. Acceptance of online education can be improved through 
addressing these key areas. 
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