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Purpose 
To explore the extent to which the actual experiences of learners in online courses align with standards for quality 
online courses as reflected in the Quality Matters Rubric – https://www.qualitymatters.org QM has a dearth of 
cross-institutional data–NSSE helped! 
 

The question set was administered via the standard NSSE administration in spring 2018 to about 6,000 (first-year 
& senior undergraduates) students from 21 four-year colleges & universities (non-profit, publics & privates, some 
QM members) who responded about their online learning experiences in “entirely online courses” for that term. 
 

Institution-Level (n=21) 
 All U.S. institutions with substantial online 

populations 
 74% full-time enrollment 
 61% female 
 22% taking all courses online 
 39% underrepresented minority 
 ~3,600 total undergraduates 

Note: Median statistics shown above. There were 
four schools with 50% or more of NSSE 
respondents taking all courses online. 

Student-Level (n=3,531*) 
 68% full-time enrollment 
 73% female 
 64% first-generation college student 
 25% underrepresented minority 
 70% adult learners (>23 years of age) 
 70% transfer students 
 13% STEM 
 54% report having mostly As 
 58% taking all courses entirely online 

             *unweighted count = 4,892 

Questions were grouped into two scales relative to NSSE:  
• Effective Course Structure Scale (Q1 & 2/12 items) – scores were reasonably high with some 

specific items, related to effective teaching practices, higher than average 
• Engaged Online Learning Scale (Q3/5 items) – scores were not quite as high. There is an 

opportunity for improving students’ experience in online courses regarding seeking answers to 
questions on course readings and exchanging ideas, feedback, and questions with other students 
and with instructors 

For complete question set, see http://www.nsse.indiana.edu/links/EOLQ 
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Statistical Models Predicting Scale Scores 
 

Positive Relationship Negative 
Relationship No Relationship 

Effective Course 
Structure 

Social sciences and social 
service profession majors 
Adult & minority learners  

Full-time status, 
Male 

Class level, 1st generation 

Engaged Online 
Learning 

Effective Course 
Structure(!), senior class 
level, minority 

Male Adult learner, enrollment 
status, major field, 1st 
generation 

 
Interesting Findings 

• Certain institutions appear better aligned with QM standards than others, but the overall differences are 
not large. All institutions appear to be doing well, on average, with effective course structure. There is 
more room for improvement with engaged online learning experiences. 

• Somewhat surprising findings for both scales: the positive relationship for minority students, negative 
relationship with male students, and no relationship found for 1st generation students. 

• Student satisfaction with the overall online learning experience appears to correlate positively with QM 
standards related to effective course structure and, to a lesser extent, engaged online learning. Students 
possibly have lower expectations of an engaged online learning experience and, therefore, are not 
frustrated if they do not have one. 

Questions for Discussion: 

1. How does your institution assess the curricular and co-curricular learning experiences of your online 
learners? What tools do you use, and what do you find most useful? 
 
 
 
 

2. What do you believe to be the strengths and weaknesses of the NSSE-QM survey questions for evaluating 
online learning experiences? Are there questions that you would add, remove, or revise in some way? 
 
 
 
 

3. What meaning do you make of the inaugural year findings from the NSSE-QM set? What does this suggest 
for online learning quality initiatives and assessment? 
 
 
 
 

4. Some argue that assessing the online learning experience should not be that different from assessing 
more traditional approaches to learning. What is your opinion? 


