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Over the past few years, we have seen a marked increase in the availability of and 

enrolment in online courses. When it was initially launched as a concept, online 

learning was about creating equal access to quality university-level  education. 

Today it has evolved into a way of life - as a convenient and a�ordable solution for 

continuous learning.

With the changing future of jobs, the higher education industry is adapting to a few 

key trends. Firstly, the profile of the learner has changed. The average age of 

people enrolling in online courses has increased as more adult learners need to 

upskill to stay relevant. According to Statmats, more than 47% of students 

enrolled in post-secondary courses are older than 25 years (online.ndm.edu, July 

2018). Secondly, new skills need to be taught to ensure students are work ready. A 

report by World Economic Forum lists big data analytics, machine learning and 

cloud computing among the key technologies to be adopted by companies by 2022 

(World Economic Forum, Sep 2018). Lastly, courses are being taught in new 

formats to cater to these new skills and audience. Online course providers are 

investing in developing professional short courses, unbundling of degrees and 

modularisation to ensure convenience and completion.

However, online course providers are coming under pressure to monetize and even 

free online course providers such as Coursera and EdX have introduced paid 

business models. This makes it even more important to ensure that the online 

courses o�ered by institutions are aligned with student expectations.

B A C K G R O U N D

ADD REFERENCES FORTHE DATA 
(47%of the students....”
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A B O U T    T H E    S U R V E Y

At Connect2Teach, we undertook a survey to understand the motivations of online 

learners, their expectations, and the challenges they face during their journey as an 

e-learner. This helped us understand the changes that need to be made in the 

design and delivery of online courses, particularly relating to industry engagement, 

so that both students and online course providers can benefit. 

73% of the respondents to the survey had taken an online course, of which 41.9% 

completed their course, 40.5% dropped out and 17.6% were currently enrolled in 

ongoing courses. We investigated their motivations to enrol in the course, the 

process of selecting a course, their satisfaction with the courses and finally, their 

reasons for dropping out. 26.9% of the respondents had never taken an online 

course. This survey further investigated what would have made them enrol.

Considering that in line with the changing   the typical student profile has changed

jobs of the future and the constant demand for reskilling, the respondents to the 

survey were over the age of 22 and were mainly enrolled in skill oriented courses 

in business and computer science.
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More than 80% of the participants were enrolled in short courses (with and 

without certification) with both, international MOOC providers like Coursera and 

EdX, as well as regional online training providers such as Digital Vidya. There were 

also respondents who were enrolled in courses from universities such as USC and 

Wharton University. This preference for short courses is supported by research 

done by Studyportals, showing that “the number of students interested in ... short 

courses has seen a significant rise in the past four years, currently growing at 2.1 

times the rate of traditional Bachelor’s or Master’s degrees.” (Neghina, June 2018)

73%

46.1% 36.8% 5.3% 1.3%10.5%

Short Courses (with certification)

Short Courses (no certification)

Executive Education Program 

Master’s Degree or Diploma 

License/Certification 

Undergraduate Degree or Diploma 

Fig. 1. What type of online course did you take? 
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 There is a trend for e-learners to move away 

 from traditional degrees and instead focus on

 smaller, incremental parts of content and courses. 

               

Head of New Business Operations, Open University.

Simon Tindall

               There is a trend for e-learners is to move away from traditional 

               degrees and instead, focus on smaller incremental parts of 

               content and courses. 

               

               - Simon Tindall, Head of New Business 

               Operations, Open University.

““

WHAT KIND OF PROGRAMS ARE E-LEARNERS CHOOSING?
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With a myriad of di�erent online courses available today, e- learners face a 

di�cult choice when deciding which course to enrol in. We wanted to understand 

what e-learners look for when choosing online courses, to help online course 

providers cater to these preferences. In our survey we further asked the 

participants to share the topics they were enrolling in, the mode of learning, and if 

the course was paid or free. This helped us understand the mindset and 

expectations of the learner at the time of enrolling.

The need for work-ready skills was seen in the fields of study chosen. 70.2% of 

students were enrolled in business and computer science. Within these subjects, R 

programming and marketing (digital, inbound, analytics) were often reported as 

the specific topics chosen. Increased interest in skill based learning is supported 

by research done by LinkedIn that shows that digital marketing, business 

analysis, social media marketing, artificial intelligence, cloud computing, and 

mobile app development are some of the most needed skills for companies in 

2019. (Petrone 2019)

Business and Management 

Computer Science 

Language

Education

Humanities 

Others 
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Fig. 2. What subject area was the course on? 

Majority of the respondents enrolled in paid courses, showcasing that these 

courses are serious investments for the students and not a casual passtime. It 

also implies that they believe, at least at the time of enrollment, that the value of 

the course aligns to the price they are paying for it.
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Majority of the survey respondents were enrolled in paid courses, highlighting that 

learners see courses as a serious investment and not a casual pastime. It also 

implies that they believe, at least at the time of enrolment, that the value of the 

course aligns to the price they are paying for it. The Online College Student Report 

2018 claimed that, “86% of online students believe the value of their degree 

equals or exceeds the cost they paid for it.”  (Magda & Aslanian 2018)

73%

50%

16.2%

1.4%

32.4%

Asynchronous or self-paced courses were considerably more popular than 

synchronous and blended courses, as they are inherently more convenient and 

provide flexibility to suit each individual’s speed and schedule. 73% of the 

participants were enrolled in self-paced courses, while 14.9% were enrolled in live 

courses, and 12.2% in blended courses. 

56% PAID 

44% FREE 

Fig. 3.  Was the course paid or free? 

SELF-PACED 
73%

Fig. 4. What mode of learning did you follow? 
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We can clearly see that online learners have certain preferences: choosing 

courses that allow them to acquire in-demand skills, willingness to pay for the 

courses, and opting for the convenience and flexibility provided by asynchronous 

modules.

www.connect2teach.com 
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WHAT MOTIVATES E-LEARNERS?

With rising costs of student acquisition and fierce competition, it is extremely 

important to reduce attrition rate. It is estimated that by 2020, the work-related 

knowledge of a college student will only have a shelf-life of less than five years 

(Hagel, Brown, Mathew, Wooll, & Tsu, Oct 2014) requiring students to re-skill 

continuously. By understanding the motivation of the learner, online course 

providers can cater more closely to their requirements and benefit from higher 

completion rates and increased lifetime value.

Most of the participants in our survey were taking an online course to learn a 

new skill or for career progression. Given that they were enrolling in high skill 

programs, they attached a direct benefit in investing time, e�ort and money in 

these courses and perceived them to be valuable for their future.

Learn New Skills   

Career Development 

Personal Development

Work Requirement

Career Change 

Curiosity 

67.6 %

58.1 %

31.1 %

27 %

24.3 %

8.1 %

Fig. 5. What motivates e-learners? (Select all that apply) 

12.4% respondents said that the courses were a work requirement. This is great 

news for online course providers as it clearly indicates even organisations 

recognize the necessity for their employees to update their skills regularly. 

According to a Gallup report, 87% of millennials and 69% of non-millennials 

believe that “professional or career growth and development opportunities” are 

important to them in a job. (Adkins & Rigoni, June  2016) and hence, providing 

continuous learning opportunities are an important way for corporates to retain 

talent. `                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Majority of the students were 

enrolling in courses to learn 

a new skill or for career 

development.

]
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While it is important to understand the motivations behind the e-learner’s choice 

to pursue an online course, it is also important to understand what demotivates a 

student from enrolling in an online course. Their primary reasons for not taking an 

online course were lack of time and not seeing su�cient value addition. This 

showcases that the percieved return on investment for prospective students 

deters them from committing to an online course.

Lack of time

Insu�cient value added 

Financial di�culties 

5
2

.6
%

4
2

.9
%

3.6%

Fig. 6. Why did you not take an online course? 
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HOW DO STUDENTS DETERMINE COURSE CREDIBILITY?

56.2% of the participants of our survey said that the brand name of the 

institution is the most important factor to determine the credibility of the course. 

This is not surprising as there is generally a very high reliance on rating and 

ranking systems for higher education institutions and people usually find it easier 

to trust institutions that are regarded highly by the general public and experts. 

Additionally, they are more likely to trust institutions that they have heard of 

before. 

Considering the importance given to university rankings while choosing a 

traditional university program, it was important to understand the factors that 

help students choose a course online.

5
6

.2
%

34.2%

9
.6

%

Brand Name of Institution 

Who was Teaching 

Recruitment Partners 

Fig. 7. How do you determine the credibility  of a course? 

The Online College Student 2018 report claimed that, “over three-quarters of 

students enrol at an institution within 100 miles of their home. Part of the 

reasoning may be that students and their employers are familiar with and value 

these schools.” (Magda & Aslanian, May 2018). However, brand name is usually 

built over several years and is not something institutions can acquire overnight. 

For new online course providers or ones that are not a�liated with a leading 

university, the brand name may not exist at all and it becomes important to look 

at other ways of showcasing credibility. 

www.connect2teach.com 
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On the other hand, recruitment partners were deemed to be the least significant 

while determining the credibility of the course. This makes sense when you 

consider that many e-learners nowadays are continuous learners and not 

necessarily job seekers.

The second most important factor, according to the survey, was the faculty in 

charge of the course. 34.2% of the survey respondents believed that their 

perception of the credibility of a course would be influenced by who was teaching 

on the course. This is not surprising as who is teaching can determine relevancy of 

the course material. An article in the Mediterranean Journal of  Social Sciences 

reports, “Lecturers that have better subject-matter knowledge would deliver more 

e�ective teaching.” (Manaf, Abdullah, & Osman, May 2015). Institutions with or 

without a strong brand name can recruit  experts who have the relevant subject 

matter knowledge to boost the credibility of their course.

Lecturer with Industry Experience  

Senior Industry Professional/Lecturer 

Research-Driven Academic 

  Industry Expert at a Top Firm 

50%

16.2%

1.4%

32.4%

Fig. 8. Who would you ideally like to be taught by? 

Given that online learners were enrolling in skill-based courses, we wanted to 

understand who they wanted to learn from. 50% of the respondents showed a 

preference for a lecturer with industry experience and another 32.4% preferred a 

senior industry professional. This is consistent with the findings that students 

attach the expertise of the lecturer with the credibility and relevancy of the 

course. 

WHO SHOULD BE TEACHING ON ONLINE COURSES?

www.connect2teach.com 
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Additionally, of the people who had never taken an online course before, 57.1% 

reported that interaction with experts could have convinced them to enrol. This 

further showcases that industry experts can increase the perceived value of online 

courses. 

Interactions with Experts 

Accreditation 

Partial/Full Funding 

 

57.1%

32.1%

10.7%

According to the 2017 Online Education Trends report by bestcolleges.com, 

marketing new online programs to prospective students is seen as one of the 

biggest challenges towards o�ering an online program. The fact that many 

students would be convinced to take an online course if they got to interact with 

experts means that marketing the courses could be made easier through the 

involvement of industry experts.

Fig. 9. What would convince you to take an online course?

www.connect2teach.com 

HOW DO E-LEARNERS WANT INDUSTRIES TO PARTICIPATE?

For traditional learners, industry participation is a long desired outcome as a  

pathway to networking, employability, and research. To understand the  

expectations of online learners and their preferences for industry participation, we 

asked e-learners to tell us the ways in which their courses currently engaged 

industry and what would they have liked instead. We learned that even in online 

learning the worlds of industry and academia are not as integrated as they should 

be. 



ALUMNI  

LIVE WEBINARS 

CASE STUDIES 

RECORDED INTERVIEWS 

ONLINE CAREER EVENTS 

CAPSTONE PROJECTS  

VIRTUAL INDUSTRY VISITS  

INTERNSHIPS  

ONE ON ONE INTERACTION  

INTERACTION WITH RECENT  

EXPERT  
LECTURE WITH INDUSTRY 

64.4%14.7%

34.7% 57.5%

21.3% 34.2%

27.4%24%

10.7% 26%

24.7%13.3%

4%

4% 15.1%

1.4%

1.4%0%

1.3%

17.8%

WAYS OF INDUSTRY 

    ENGAGEMENT
CURRENT DESIRED 

      Fig. 10. How does your course currently engage industry? 

How would you like it to engage industry? (Select all that apply)

12 | Making online education more relevant 

A major di�erence is seen when it comes to Live Webinars, where 64.4% people 

wanted it in their course, but only 14.7% people reported having access to them. It 

was interesting to see that interaction with alumni, internships, and one-one-one 

interaction were not large parts of either categories.

Students reported very low engagement with industry in their courses with only 

35% reporting that their course had case studies and 21.3% reporting they had 

lectures with industry experts. 24% said they had access to recorded interviews 

with experts and only 10.7% respondents said their course had online career 

events. When we consider the percentage of students that want these elements in 

their course, we see that there is a clear gap between what students want and 

what courses deliver. 

In today’s ever-evolving professional landscape, it is essential for students to 

build a relationship with experts working in the field so that they can learn how 

to adapt to the constant changes and be prepared to handle them in real time. 

Having live webinars, case studies, and lectures with industry professionals could 

help promote this idea.

www.connect2teach.com 

In today’s ever-evolving professional landscape, it is essential for students to build 

a relationship with experts working in the field so that they can learn how to adapt 

to the constant changes that are occurring and anticipate them in real time. 

Having live webinars, case studies, and lectures with industry professionals could 

help promote this idea.

A major di�erence is seen when it comes to Live Webinars, where 64.4% people 

wanted it in their course, but only 14.7% people reported having access to them. It 

was interesting to see that interaction with alumni, internships, and one-one-one 

interaction were not large parts of either categories.
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WHY DO E-LEARNERS DROP OUT?

40.5% of the survey respondents who had enrolled in an online course had 

dropped out. To understand why online courses have such a high drop-out rate, 

we dug a little deeper. 

Lack of Time 

Uncertain about the Outcome 

Uninteresting 

Decreasing Engagement with Professor

Course is not Relevant

Technical Di�culties 

Uncertain about Value 

  Financial Di�culties

32% 26.7% 17.3% 10.7% 8% 2.67% 1.33% 1.33%

Ÿ Uncertainty about the outcome (26.7%)

Ÿ Uninteresting classes  (17.3%)

Students face restrictions when it comes to the time that they can allot to these 

endeavors and so have to prioritize. Additionally, students do not believe the 

courses they are undertaking have enough value to prioritize over other things. 

This could also mean that the online course is not meeting their requirements. 

This data helps us understand why emerging trends of short courses, 

modularization and competency-based education are gaining popularity.

The three main reasons for dropping out were:

Ÿ Lack of time (32%)

Fig. 11. Why did you drop out of your course? (Select all that apply)
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A major di�erence is seen when it comes to Live Webinars, where 64.4% people 

wanted it in their course, but only 14.7% people reported having access to them. It 

was interesting to see that interaction with alumni, internships, and one-one-one 

interaction were not large parts of either categories.

In today’s ever-evolving professional landscape, it is essential for students to build 

a relationship with experts working in the field so that they can learn how to adapt 

to the constant changes that are occurring and anticipate them in real time. 

Having live webinars, case studies, and lectures with industry professionals could 

help promote this idea.
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CONCLUSION

Ÿ Short courses, especially those with certifications, are the most popular.

Ÿ Asynchronous or self-paced courses are preferred due to their flexibility. 

Who should be teaching on online courses?

Ÿ Online course providers need to include more industry engagement elements 

such as webinars, case studies, lectures and recorded interviews

What kind of programs are e-learners choosing?

Ÿ Majority chose paid courses, showcasing that they view online learning  as a 

serious investment. 

What motivates e-learners? 

Ÿ E-learners prefer courses that help them acquire applied skills such as those in 

the fields of business and computer science. 

Online education has a very important role to play in today’s society. It enables 

professionals to upskill themselves by providing convenient and a�ordable 

methods for continuous learning so that they are able to progress in their field. 

However, as online course providers develop and deliver courses for online 

learners, they are conscious of changing learner preferences.  

Ÿ Insu�cient value and lack of time were the main reasons for people not taking 

online courses. 

Ÿ Online courses are often a work requirement, showing that organisations 

understand the need to upskill their employees regularly. 

Ÿ A primary reason to enrol in online courses is to learn a new skill or progress in 

career. 

How do students determine course credibility?

Ÿ Brand name was the most important factor

Ÿ Who is teaching on the course is the second most important factor. 

Ÿ A lecturer with industry experience is preferred by most students.

Ÿ  A senior industry professional is the second most important preference.

How do e-learners want industry to participate?

Ÿ  64.4% of students wanted live webinars on their courses

Ÿ Lack of time, uncertainty about value, and uninteresting classes were the main 

reasons to drop out of the course.

Why do e-learners drop out?

www.connect2teach.com 
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DEMOGRAPHICS 

46%
45%

9%
Preferred

 not to say 

Females 

Males 

22-25 Years Old 

26-30 Years Old

31+ Years Old 

Prefer Not to Say 

12%

21%

42.3 %

 25%

Prefer Not to Say 

United Kingdom 

India 

United States of America 

Singapore, Italy, Taiwan, 

Phillippines & Pakistan 

 

   

4
8

.7
%

2
0

%

14
%

10%7.6%

NATIONALITY

AGE

GENDER

www.connect2teach.com 

The 104 participants of our survey belonged to the following nationalities, 

gender, and age groups. 
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One of the hardest things in higher education has been the seamless connection of 

industry and academia. At Connect2Teach, we are connecting our network of 

industry experts with traditional and non-traditional academic institutions to 

develop and deliver lectures, case studies, mentoring and webinars. We saw that 

these connections can not only improve learning outcomes in high demand topics 

such as cloud computing, DevOps and data analytics but also create a�ordable 

pathways for institutions to increase enrolment, reduce drop o�s and boost 

employability.
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ABOUT CONNECT2TEACH

www.connect2teach.com 

Contact us at 

www.connect2teach.com

hello@connect2teach.com

 @connect2teach
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