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Policy Brief  

Online Learning

Online education continues to grow in popularity, even as the total 
number of college students decreases. The online format is particularly 
attractive to working learners, rural learners, and people living in 
education deserts, who are drawn to the flexibility and accessibility that 
online learning provides.  

Although online learning can remove common obstacles to receiving a 
college education, barriers still exist. Removing these barriers will help 
ensure that online education, which is the only workable option for many 
potential students, can be more affordable, accessible, and adaptable.

Bene�ts of Online Education 
In the spring of 2020, millions of students switched from in-person 
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Online vs. In-Person Learning 
Comparing online and in-person learning can be complicated. Because 
all courses and institutions are different, a general statement about the 
overall quality of courses would be inaccurate. A direct comparison of 
online and in-person courses may not consider student characteristics and 
demographics or the quality, format, and design of courses. Additionally, 
college and K–12 online courses should be evaluated separately when 
making comparisons to face-to-face learning. The challenges, needs, 
and requirements of K–12 learners are much different than those in 
higher education.   

Some studies have shown greater long-term success rates with online higher 
education programs. These studies �nd that undergraduates who take at 
least one online class are more likely to complete degrees and that students 
in online classes complete degrees more quickly.10  

Data also shows that students �nd value and quality in online programs. 
A nationwide survey of 2,000 students found that students thought their 
online experience was as effective as in-person learning: “Students thought 
they were able to engage just as well with instructors remotely as they had 
with their in-person counterparts.”11 A study of synchronous online classes 
at the City University of New York found that most students preferred an 
online format. These students also said interaction with the instructor was 
easier online, and more than 40 percent of them thought class participation 
was easier.12

Barriers to Online Education
Although online programs increase the opportunity to complete college, 
barriers still exist. These barriers can make online learning less affordable 
and accessible and can prevent online education from adapting to meet 
the needs of working learners.  

Affordability
Working learners deserve support that allows them to pursue education 
in the format and at the institution that best works for their unique needs. 
Unfortunately, state �nancial aid programs are often unavailable to working 
learners and others who take most or all of their courses online. Many 
state programs only fund full-time students, recent high school graduates, 
or individuals starting college for the �rst time. Additionally, many state aid 
programs do not support less “traditional” institutions, such as exclusively 
online programs without a brick-and-mortar campus or a physical state 
presence, even if they are accredited institutions with proven outcomes.  

For those whose only viable educational option is online learning, �nancial 
aid must be available to meet their needs. Affordability is not only crucial 
to individuals seeking higher education, but it also affects industry and 
the workforce. If individuals cannot afford the training needed to enter or 
upskill in the workforce, there will be shortages in areas that require higher 
education and specialized training.    

Accessibility
For many individuals, especially working learners and those in rural 
areas and education deserts, online education is the only viable 
pathway to a college degree. However, lack of access to high-speed 
internet or a computing device, along with low levels of digital literacy, 
can pose major obstacles. According to the nonpro�t organization 
EducationSuperHighway, about 23 percent of U.S. households lack 
a high-speed internet connection. While about one-fourth of these 
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Recommendations in Action 
•	 The Illinois Monetary Award Program allows residents enrolled 

in a minimum of three credits access to state �nancial aid, 
which provides access to adults enrolled in one course at 
a time.16  

•	 Utah recently enacted the Adult Learners Grant Program, which 
provides �nancial assistance to adult learners pursuing an online 
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