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Introduction

Online learning took center stage when colleges and universities began addressing impacts from COVID-19 in 
early 2020. While some learners gave mixed reviews to those emergency online courses, opinions have improved 
substantially. In fact, 73% want to continue taking classes online after the pandemic ends.  This gravitation toward 
online learning has motivated institutions to explore the modality’s capabilities and adapt to a drastically changing 
education landscape.

With this report, Wiley University Services and the American Association of State Colleges and Universities build on 
past studies of public institutions to uncover how online learning operations have changed—and envision what the 
future may hold. Together, our organizations surveyed provost-level representatives at AASCU member institutions 
at the start of the 2021-22 school year, gathering data insights on:

• How member institutions structure and support their online programs

• Current and anticipated impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic

• Barriers that institutions must address to succeed in online learning

• The importance of professional development and the training offered to faculty

• Strategies for adapting to change and continuing to innovate in online learning

This report also includes findings from interviews with senior online learning leaders at select member institutions. 
Their perspectives provide a deeper understanding of how institutions responded to the pandemic, along with 
strategies for moving online learning forward.

Online Learning: Past vs. Present
AASCU and Wiley (as Learning House) published similar reports on online learning at public universities in 2013 and 
2019. This edition includes comparisons between past and present data to show how online operations  
have evolved.
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Key Findings

After analyzing the survey results, the following findings emerged as the most noteworthy. They provide a snapshot 
of online learning at public institutions, along with a vision for how it may evolve. These findings inform the 
recommendations available at the end of this report.

1. Provosts  
Expect Services to 
Move Online

2. Enrollment Expectations 
May Fuel Online 
Infrastructure Investments

The survey asked provosts to envision how online 
students will access services differently than they did 
before the pandemic. Access to mental health services 
may change the most—78% said online students accessed 
these services primarily in-person before the pandemic, 
but only 10% believe that will be true in 3–5 years. By 
then, 75% expect students to access mental health 
services both in-person and online. Many provosts also 
believe academic advising will move from primarily in-
person before the pandemic (56%) to a mix of in-person 
and online advising in 3–5 years (84%).

About three-quarters of institutions used monetary 
aid from the Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund 
(HEERF) to invest in new instructional technology. Before 
the pandemic began, 98% had already invested in online 
learning infrastructure, with 33% investing a significant 
amount. Now, 72% are even more willing to make these 
investments. Shifting expectations of online course 
enrollments could explain these investments. While 
64% reported online enrollment growth before the 
pandemic, 90% expect an increase from pre-pandemic 
levels in 3–5 years.
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3. Improving Student 
Access Can Lead to 
Impressive Benefits

Most institutions (85%) believe online learning increases 
student access to their programs. It also strengthens 
academic continuity during a disaster (83%), such as the 
pandemic. To achieve these benefits, some institutions 
had to overcome low faculty acceptance of online learning 
(49%) and concerns about the intellectual property in 
online courses (38%). However, barriers persist for many 
universities, including faculty concerns about academic 
rigor and the time and effort required to teach online.

4. Online Learning 
Growth Has 
Accelerated

The pandemic sparked a rapid shift to remote learning. 
Even so, 94% of responding AASCU member institutions 
already offered fully online programs unrelated to that 
emergency transition. On average, these institutions offer 
20 fully online programs and 16 hybrid programs. 
Moreover, the number of institutions with five or more 
fully online programs increased from 48% in 2013 to 76% 
in 2022.
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AASCU member institutions are seeking creative ways to 
reach more students online. Most already offer online 
graduate degrees (82%) and online certificates (73%),  
and 70% plan to launch micro-credentials or other online 
alternatives to degrees in 3–5 years. Further efforts to 
expand online learning access include partnering with 
employers (38%) and accepting prior learning  
credit (39%).

5. Building on Degrees 
to Build a Bigger 
Audience
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Online Learning 
at AASCU Member 
Institutions Today

Programs by the Numbers
Campus closures in 2020 led to a rapid transition from classroom to remote instruction. At that time, most 
responding AASCU member institutions had at least some experience in online learning, as 94% offer online 
programs that operate separately from emergency learning. 

Average Number of Programs

Average Median

Fully Online Programs

Hybrid Programs

20 11

16 6

The averages above indicate the number of programs offered by a 
“typical” institution. However, a few members with an atypically large 
number of online programs may have inflated the averages. The medians 
are included above to show the midpoint number of programs.
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Tremendous Growth Since 2013
Online learning has grown considerably since the 2013 survey of AASCU member institutions, as about 1 in 5 now 
offer more than 30 online programs. Far fewer universities have no fully online programs, and the majority have 
at least five.

Number of online programs - 2022

24%
Fewer than 5

35%
5 to 14

22%
15 to 30

19%
More than 30

Then vs. Now: Number of Fully Online Programs

2013 2022

None

5 or more

18% 6%

48% 76%

Differences Between Fully  
Online Programs and Emergency 
Remote Learning
Fully online programs are carefully 
planned and designed for students who 
want to continue their education entirely 
online. Learning designers craft courses 
following rigorous standards to achieve 
optimal outcomes.

Emergency remote learning is a 
sudden switch from in-person to virtual 
instruction due to an unexpected crisis. 
This format often uses teleconferencing 
tools to sustain lectures and discussions 
until learners return to the classroom. 

Number of online programs - 2022

24%
Fewer than 5

35%
5 to 14

22%
15 to 30

19%
More than 30
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The Pandemic Hasn’t Affected Course Length
The COVID-19 pandemic impacted many aspects of higher ed, but not the basic structure or length of online 
courses, according to AASCU respondents. Online courses typically lasted 13–16 weeks before the pandemic (73%), 
which has not changed.

What was the most common academic term length for online courses at your institution?

Before the COVID-19 
pandemic?

During the COVID-19 
pandemic?

8 weeks or less 15% 14%

9-12 weeks 12% 13%

13-16 weeks 73% 73%

Longer than 16 weeks 0% 0%

Central Campuses Increase Their Support to Online Learners
AASCU institutions have expanded the services available 
to online learners and faculty since 2013. Not only that, 
but more institutions now offer these services in-house. 
Changes that stood out the most involve:

• 24/7 technical support 
In 2013, 55% of responding AASCU member 
institutions did not offer this support or were unsure 
if they did. That dropped to 15% for 2022, with 67% 
reporting that the central campus now helps provide 
this service.

• Tutoring services 
The share of institutions not providing this service 
dropped from 33% in 2013 to 4% in 2022. Moreover, 
81% said online learners could access tutoring 
services through the central campus.

This study asked universities how they provide 14 
services, and almost two-thirds offer each service 
through their central campus unit. In 2013, only 
enrollment management and bookstores reached that 
threshold. On average, 20% relied on a vendor to deliver 
services in 2013, but that was cut nearly in half to 11%  
in 2022.

What explains this shift toward providing services 
in-house? It appears to stem from a consolidation of 
services offered by individual departments or online 
units. Having to do more with less may be another 
factor—while demand for services has increased, 
funding for providing them usually has not.



Fewer Institutions Rely on Vendors to Offer Services

2013 2022

24/7 Technical 
Support

Bookstore

24% 11%

34% 6%

LMS Support 63% 8%

Top 3 Services Outsourced to Vendors

2013 2022

LMS Support

Bookstore

63%

34%

Marketing 25%

27%

15%

13%

Marketing

Instructional 
Design

Enrollment 
Management

Top 3 Services Not Offered in 2013 Are Now Commonplace

2013 2022

24/7 Technical 
Support

Tutoring

55% 15%

33% 4%

LMS Support 19% 1%

Central Campuses Increase Their Support to 
Online Learners

11
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Practitioner’s Insight: 

The Development of 
Online Programs

Faculty 
recommends a 

new online 
program

Program chair or 
dean approves 

the program

• Confirms it is a 
university 
priority

• Performs 
market 
research

Provost vets program:
Program is approved 

and funded

• Stipend funds 
provided, if available

• Faculty collaborate 
with an instructional 
designer

• Initial training 
provided to faculty

Online Program Development Milestones

Interviews with senior leaders found that 
online program development often starts at the 
grassroots level. Faculty initiate the process by 
showing interest in launching online courses 
or programs in a specific subject area. While 
administrators may prioritize which programs to 
develop, they need the buy-in of faculty, chairs, 
and deans for the launch to go smoothly.

“I look to build strong, transparent relationships 
throughout the colleges,” an assistant provost 
said when sharing their university’s approach to 
expanding online learning. These relationships 
are essential because they allow openness 
about which program areas faculty and 
administrators want to bring online. Establishing 
these relationships also provides opportunities 
for deans to communicate their interests and 
identify potential barriers.

“Transparency is key.” 
– Assistant Provost in the Mountain region

Senior leaders tend to have prioritization lists 
detailing the courses and programs they want to 
deliver online, such as:

• General education courses and courses 
offered for one or more online programs

• Programs that perform well on campus and 
are part of a more extensive online suite

These lists can be part of an extensive program 
approval process and market research 
assessment for determining program viability.  
If approved, the faculty can access stipend funds, 
work with instructional designers to develop  
the online courses, and begin online  
instructional training.

“If the program will reach a new 
or non-traditional student group, 

we will prioritize it.” 
– Provost in the South Atlantic region
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How the Pandemic 
Has Impacted 
Online Learning

Many Services Will Shift Toward Hybrid Accessibility
Responding AASCU institutions expect the COVID-19 pandemic to alter how online learners and faculty access 
services. For instance, the majority said students primarily received career, mental health, and student retention 
support in-person before the pandemic. Still, they expect that to undergo a drastic change in the next 3–5 years.

Look Ahead: Services Accessed Primarily In-Person

Pre-Pandemic In 3–5 Years

Career Services

Mental Health 
Services

67% 9%

78% 10%

Student Retention 
and Support Services 53% 4%

Students accessing these services will soon be able to do so in-person and online. This shift is not expected due 
to medical necessity. Instead, remote access to services will likely become the new normal regardless of when 
COVID-19 fully recedes.
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Another notable change that respondents anticipate involves the delivery of faculty development and training. 
While 44% said training took place only in-person before the pandemic, none expect that to be true in 3–5 years. By 
then, 79% believe it will occur both in-person and online. On average, 49% of all services listed in the survey were 
available primarily in-person pre-COVID-19, but this may ultimately fall to 7%.

Letting students and faculty choose how to access services seems appealing to most respondents. After all, more 
than 60% said their institution would offer nearly every service in-person and online in the future.

Accelerating Online Enrollment Growth
Even before the pandemic, online course enrollment was rising at 64% of responding AASCU member institutions. 
By the time the pandemic ends, 90% expect online enrollment to increase beyond pre-pandemic benchmarks.

Those expectations convey how much more these universities will emphasize online learning. Students will feel this 
change on campus, as more in-person classes will include online components.

Look Ahead: Institutions Where at Least Half of In-Person 
Courses Have Online Components

Pre-Pandemic In 3–5 Years

17% 74%

Regarding your institution’s in-person classes, how much content, 
faculty/student engagement, labs, message boards, et al., was taking place 

online at your institution:

Prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic

In the next three to 
five years

6%8%

29%

1%

9%

45%

About a quarter About half More than half None

77%

24%

Greater Investment in Online Learning Infrastructure
Before the pandemic, AASCU institutions invested some (43%) to a significant amount (33%) in online learning 
infrastructure. Now, 72% are more willing to invest. Of those institutions, 18% are open to investing significantly 
more. Not surprisingly, institutions that had already invested some or a significant amount indicated a greater 
willingness to increase their investments.
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54%
 Increased

0%
 Decreased

0%
Significantly decreased

28%
 Remained about the same

18%
Significantly 

increased

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, how would you describe the level of 
investment in the infrastructure for online learning?

Since the COVID-19 pandemic, our willingness to invest in 
the infrastructure for online learning has:

98%
were already making investments in online learning 2%

were not 
investing at all

33%
We were investing a significant amount

43%
We were investing some

22%
We were investing a 

small amount

How were Higher Education Emergency Relief Funds (HEERF) – specifically 
institutional funds – used at your institution? Select all that apply

Implementing COVID health and safety 
measures

Student aid

Investments in new instructional 
technology

Provide additional student support 
services

Discharge student debt

Payroll support

Other

91%

87%

72%

63%

21%

14%

49%

Allocating Relief Funds
Receiving monetary assistance from the Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund (HEERF) may have spurred 
responding AASCU member institutions to expand their infrastructure investments. That said, allocating these funds 
for instructional technology (72%) trailed spending on COVID-19 safety measures (91%) and student aid (87%).
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Costs Beyond Tuition
The majority of AASCU member institutions charge the same amount per credit for online and in-person classes. 
However, 60% of institutions add a technology fee to the cost of online courses. Universities with more than 
5,000 online learners are most likely to charge these fees.

“It is harder to explain where fees go and to justify 
them. Students are becoming savvy to these ‘hidden 

costs’ of their education.” 
– Senior Vice Chancellor in the East South Central region

On the one hand, these fees could make online learning more expensive overall. On the other hand, institutions 
could allocate these funds for further investment in online learning infrastructure. When institutions charge these 
fees, it may be helpful to communicate the benefits they provide. An interviewee remarked that students becoming 
savvier about fees and questioning where these funds go could make start-up operations more difficult.

Two Sides of Technology Fees

They help raise funds for 
infrastructure investments

They raise the total cost of 
online courses
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Practitioner’s Insight: 

Using Federal Funds to 
Confront the Challenges 
of the Pandemic

Each senior leader interviewed for this study 
expressed appreciation for their institution’s 
federal HEERF funding. They saw this funding as 
critical to alleviating the challenges presented 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. And they addressed 
those challenges more rapidly and at a larger 
scale than they would have if the funding did  
not exist.

“We could not have done what 
we did—to that scale—without 

[HEERF].”  
– Provost in the New England region

Some of the HEERF dollars went toward the 
immediate COVID-19 emergency response. For 
instance, institutions created Wi-Fi-enabled 
parking lots to allow students to visit campus 
in their cars and access online course content. 
Institutions also used funds to provide students 
and faculty with laptops and other technology 
needed for emergency-remote instruction.

As the pandemic persisted, institutions used 
funds to update on-campus classrooms for long-

term flexible learning. These HyFlex classrooms 
allow instructors to give lectures to students in 
the physical room while broadcasting to students 
who attend remotely. Senior leaders view these 
classrooms as the way to continue educating 
learners in their preferred format in the future.

“Some of our classroom computers 
were over 10 years old and needed 

to be replaced.” 
– Dean of Liberal Arts in the West South Central region

Institutions also used HEERF dollars to make 
short-term investments, such as adding and 
expanding software for proctoring and tutoring. 
However, they do not plan to renew these 
software licenses after students return to 
in-person learning. Additionally, institutions 
contracted with instructional designers for help 
with the rapid deployment of online courses.
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Faculty 
Engagement and 
Development for 
Online Learning

Roles of Full-Time and Adjunct Faculty
Online students at most responding institutions learn from a mix of full-time and adjunct faculty. More than 90% 
said these faculty groups teach online courses:

• Full-time faculty teaching online as part of their regular load (96%)

• Adjunct faculty teaching online and in-person (94%)

Then vs. Now: Institutions That Have Full-Time Faculty 
Who Only Teach Online

2019 2022

40% 51%

“We’ve seen more faculty that want to teach online now 
since the pandemic, and we can also hire out-of-town 

faculty now to teach only online.” 
– Provost in the West North Central region

Many institutions have adjunct faculty who only teach online (79%), down from 82% in the 2019 member survey. By 
contrast, institutions with some full-time faculty who teach exclusively online grew by 11 percentage points.

Why are we seeing more faculty members teach exclusively online? This change could result from escalating online 
course offerings and online enrollment growth across AASCU’s membership.
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Giving Incentives for Faculty Development
More than half of responding AASCU member institutions offer incentives to faculty who:

• Engage in professional development for online courses (56%)

• Receive pedagogical or technical training for online courses (55%)

• Develop an online course (55%)

It appears that incentives for these activities have contracted, as a small share of universities no longer offer them. 
The most common reduction affects faculty who develop online courses (25%).

“It is an expectation that they will teach online if we 
hire them. We will not hire [faculty] if they have an 

aversion to teaching online.” 
– Senior Vice Chancellor in the East South Central region

Professional Development for Faculty Who Teach Online
Faculty take self-paced training before teaching online at just under half of responding institutions. This training 
most often focuses on:

• Online course design (43%)

• Effective online teaching methods (42%)

• Using the LMS and other web resources (39%)

Instructor-led sessions occur slightly less often than self-paced training.

Please note if faculty are incentivized in any way for:

Developing an 
online course

Professional development 
for online courses

Pedagogical or technical 
training as it relates to 

online courses

20%

32%

1%

25%

12%

Yes No, not any longer No Unsure

55%

56%

34%10%55%
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Limitations and Benefits of Mandated Training
Certain situations can limit the amount of training that institutions can require. For instance, half of the responding 
institutions have collective bargaining agreements with faculty that may not allow training mandates. But the survey 
found mandated training can lead to performance gains, including increased:

• Comfort with online instruction (76%)

• Willingness to teach online (36%)

Although it isn’t usually mandatory, institutions offer many professional development options at no cost, such 
as instructional design support (94%). In most cases, faculty engage in professional development through the 
university (92%) instead of third-party associations or conferences (45%).

“With the pandemic, we had to suspend the mandatory 
training because of the move to remote learning. 

Since then, we have seen 90% of faculty complete the 
training to instruct online. We have also given them 

more autonomy than before on course improvements.” 
– Assistant Provost in the East North Central region
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Practitioner’s Insight: 

The Enhancement of 
Faculty Professional 
Development

Senior leaders who participated in interviews said 
that most faculty had to complete a course on 
the LMS and other technology before teaching 
online pre-pandemic. However, they usually 
did not mandate further training, such as 
pedagogical training. While developing courses 
with instructional designers, faculty could receive 
informal training and learn best practices for 
teaching online. Many institutions put these 
requirements on hold during the move to 
emergency remote learning.

Teaching at a distance during the pandemic 
appears to have motivated instructors to engage 
in robust training on online learning. “There has 
been a lot of peer-to-peer support that I have 
seen,” a senior leader said when describing 
how the pandemic impacted professional 
development. Faculty have developed videos 
and tutorials to pass along best practices. 

Administrators have also used HEERF funds on 
faculty training from CAEL, OLC, and Quality 
Matters.

“The pandemic enhanced our 
faculty development efforts.” 

– Provost in the West North Central region

Senior leaders believe that participation in 
professional development has risen since the 
start of the pandemic. In fact, an administrator 
that we interviewed does not feel the need to 
mandate professional development because 
participation has been so high. Conversely, 
another administrator has seen universities 
mandate professional development hours as part 
of their faculty’s annual review process.
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Breaking Barriers 
to Success in 
Online Learning

Common Barriers to Overcome
Online learning offers numerous benefits, but institutions often must break barriers to access them. Eighty-four 
percent reported low faculty acceptance of online learning at some point since launching online programs, a 
number that has not changed much since 2013. However, 49% feel they have now overcome this barrier.

“We need to shift from worrying [about] how we teach 
to what are the learning outcomes and how can we  

get there.” 
– Senior Vice Chancellor in the East South Central region

“If faculty say they are not ready to teach online, we 
ask about why and it usually comes down to them 

feeling online does not maintain the rigor they expect.” 
– Senior Vice Chancellor in the East South Central Region

Faculty concerns about program rigor seem to be a bigger barrier now than in 2013. This study found that 96% of 
institutions encountered this barrier at some point, and 78% are still working to solve it—including those with more 
than 5,000 online enrollments.
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Members also reported additional challenges to serving the online population, such as:

• Student engagement (64%)

• Training and recruiting faculty to teach online (51%)

• Proctoring exams (49%)

Economies of scale may come into play for some barriers. For instance, the cost of developing online courses seems 
less burdensome once institutions begin enrolling more than 2,500 online learners.

Faculty concerns about student 
engagement/program rigor

78% 18%

68% 21%

35% 49%

Faculty time and effort required 
to teach online

Low acceptance of online 
instruction by faculty

Ownership of the intellectual 
property in online courses

35% 38%

44% 25%

30% 33%

Cost for developing online courses

Cost for delivering online courses

Barriers to Online Learning

We are still experiencing this barrier We overcame this barrierChange from 2013

Online Course Development Costs Are a Barrier

Less Than 2,500
Online Enrollments

More Than 2,500
Online Enrollments

34%53%

Benefits of Online Learning
Eighty-five percent of responding provosts noted that online learning increased student access to programs—a 
core part of a public institution’s mission. Additional benefits include:

• Attracting students from more areas (70%)

• Improving their pedagogy (56%)

• Increasing overall student enrollment (51%)

Online learning also helped 83% strengthen academic continuity during a disaster, such as when campuses 
closed during the pandemic.
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Addressing Persistent Issues in Online Learning
Even after institutions solve common barriers to offering online programs, they may face other persistent issues. 
Many of those challenges stood out for faculty and learners who transitioned to remote instruction early in the 
pandemic. However, more than three-fourths of responding AASCU member institutions indicated they have 
effective practices for addressing:

• Technical needs of faculty (91%) and students (84%)

• Student privacy concerns (88%)

• Accessibility needs of students with disabilities or learning differences (78%)

A slimmer majority of institutions agreed they have effective solutions for reducing plagiarism (72%) or proctoring 
exams (61%).

What strategic outcomes have been achieved through online or hybrid courses:  
Select all that apply

85% Increased student access

83% Strengthened academic continuity in case of disaster

70% Attracted students from outside the traditional service area

63% Grown continuing and/or professional education

56% Provided pedagogic improvements

51% Increased enrollment

50% Increased revenue

48% Maintain connection with international students that had to re-
turn to their home during the pandemic

43% Shifted enrollment from in-person to online

40% Increased the diversity of student body

33% Improved enrollment management responsiveness

33% Enhanced value of college/university brand

24% Increased strategic partnerships with other institutions

23% Increased rate of degree completion

20% Improved student retention

15% Reduced or contained costs

11% Optimized physical plant utilization
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Practitioner’s Insight: 

Challenges, Old and 
New, to the Growth of 
Online Learning

The ways institutions approached online learning 
pre-pandemic could remain after it ends. “I do 
not foresee any big changes to our process,” 
a leader said when considering how online 
learning would progress in the next 3–5 years. 
This process involves building relationships 
among deans, program chairs, and faculty, who 
lay the groundwork for expanding online learning 
in a positive and productive environment. Even 
so, senior leaders expect these processes to 
be impeded by resistance from some faculty 
members and other barriers they faced before 
the pandemic began.

A senior leader mentioned that some faculty 
and administrators do not think online learning 
is “good for the university,” even during the 
pandemic. This perspective may derive from a 

belief that the institution provides solid face-
to-face learning opportunities to students, but 
online interactions fall short. Senior leaders who 
value online learning hope the pandemic will 
produce data that shows it is a valid alternative 
to face-to-face learning and even offers 
advantages, such as expanded access.

Although the pandemic exposed faculty to 
remote instruction, some senior leaders worry 
that “bad habits” have formed. An example is 
that the rush to emergency remote learning 
made some faculty think that using Zoom is the 
same as online instruction. “We will have some 
bad habits to walk back; Zoom learning is not the 
same as online learning,” a senior leader said. 
As such, institutions may need to improve online 
pedagogical techniques and instructional design.

“I have had to manage my expectations [with online 
program development].” 

– Assistant Provost in the Mountain region



What’s Next for 
Online Learning 
at AASCU 
Institutions

Changes on the Horizon
So far, much of this report has focused on past 
experiences with online learning. Now, let’s explore what 
responding AASCU member institutions plan to do next.

Thinking Beyond the Online Degree
Many institutions are seeking creative ways to build 
on their current online programs. In that vein, 70% 
plan to offer alternatives to online degrees in 3–5 
years. Examples include offering micro-credentials and 
stackable degrees and certificates.

Shorter, More Accessible Programs
Shortening the path to a degree could make online 
programs more appealing to learners. More institutions 
plan to accept ACE recommendations for non-college 
education (35%) and provide credit for prior learning 
(39%) in 3–5 years. Additionally, they plan to create 
new paths to degrees through employer partnerships 
(38%) and international enrollment (10%). The latter 
would become nearly universal, as 87% already enroll 
international students.

Online degree alternatives (micro-cre-
dentials, stackable credentials, etc.)

23% 70%

49% 39%

51% 38%

Credit for prior learning

Employer partnerships

Acceptance of ACE recommenda-
tions for non-college education

26% 35%

47% 32%

53% 32%

73% 26%

66% 22%

66% 21%

64% 19%

82% 18%

87% 10%

Hybrid undergraduate programs

Hybrid graduate programs

Online certificates

Online undergraduate programs

Credit for examination

Cohort-based programs online

Online graduate programs

International student enrollment 

Barriers to Online Learning

We currently do this We plan to do this in the 
next three to five yearsChange from 2013
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Opportunities for AASCU to Assist Member Institutions
As this study has shown, online learning continued to expand across the AASCU membership. In the future, 
member institutions may turn to AASCU for guidance on thoughtfully advancing the medium. Here are the top three 
areas where responding institutions want assistance:

• Knowledge of comparable institutions’ strategic use of online learning (74%)

• Opportunities for executive-level sharing of models and experiences (69%)

• Information resources around the strategic use of online learning (51%)

What role can AASCU play in helping member institutions with online/hybrid education? 
Select all that apply

74% Knowledge of comparable institutions’ strategic use of online 
learning

69% Opportunities for executive-level sharing of models and experi-
ences

51% Information resources applicable to strategic use of online edu-
cation by my institution

45% Availability of leaders in the field to advise in strategic planning 
for online education

50% Leadership training

64% Training in how to grow and develop online programs

63% Monitoring of state and federal licensing and regulatory require-
ments for online education

3% Other

Develop Strategic Approaches to Online Program Planning
Would you like to collaborate with university leaders on ways to succeed in online learning? Contact AASCU for 
details about upcoming webinars, conferences, and other professional development opportunities.
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Practitioner’s Insight: 

Future Challenges as 
Institutions Emerge 
from the Pandemic

Resources

“HEERF is 
temporary.”

“How do we hold 
on to talents?”

“Our courses and 
programs have to 

stay relevant.”

Campus Culture

“There is a 
disconnect in our 
future vision for 
the university.”

“I am afraid we 
won’t take 

advantage of 
what we 

learned during 
the pandemic.”

“We have to 
challenge what 

‘online learning’ is 
and can be on 
our campus.”

Outside Demands

“Not all of our 
online students 

have reliable 
access to the 

internet; how do 
we not leave 

them behind?”

“Students are 
expecting a value 

based on how
 they choose 
to consume 

the content.”

“Not all of our 
students will want 

to come back to 
campus.”
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When we asked senior leaders about the online 
learning challenges they expect to face in the next 
3–5 years, answers fell into three categories:

1. Resources
2. Campus Culture
3. Outside Demands

On the bright side, some institutions are already 
working to address these challenges. That said, 
solutions could be elusive when challenges 
emanate from deeper issues within—or even 
outside of—the institution.
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Recommendations

 An examination of the survey responses and follow-up interviews shaped the following recommendations. 
Although each institution’s circumstances may influence how to put these suggestions to use, the broad guidance 
presented here can help tailor online learning to the needs of faculty and learners alike.

1. Adjust to the New Normal That 
Online Flexibility Has Created
“The genie is out of the bottle.” 
— Provost in the New England region

Many faculty members and students had never 
experienced remote coursework before the sudden 
shift prompted by COVID-19. Now that the pandemic 
has pulled back the curtain on distance learning, many 
want to hold onto the flexibility it provides. For students, 
this means not always visiting campus to attend class 
or access services. This flexibility appeals to faculty, too, 
and they want to receive training on maintaining rigor 
when teaching online. As such, senior leaders should 
not expect to return to pre-COVID-19 modalities 
for instruction and services. Instead, they should 
blend the in-person and online modalities to provide 
access for a broader student population.

2. Prepare Faculty to Meet Rising 
Expectations for Online Instruction
“We expect our faculty to teach online.” 
— Provost in the West North Central region

If faculty are not teaching online now, institutions expect 
them to in the future. The pandemic hyper-accelerated 
these plans. Therefore, faculty will need professional 
development to maintain the rigor that many believe 
online learning lacks. Contract statuses may not 
allow mandated training. But institutions should 
encourage training while pointing to the positive 
results that it can achieve for faculty and students. 
Institutions can share training resources formally, 
such as through virtual and in-person workshops. 
When sharing resources informally, they can use wiki 
sites, newsletters, and other peer-to-peer repositories. 
Interviews with senior leaders uncovered interest in 
training, and meeting that demand may help faculty 
succeed as they migrate to online instruction.
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3. Make Sure Infrastructure and 
Staff Investments Keep Up with 
Online Demand
“We cannot rest on our laurels.” 
— Provost in the West North Central region

Since the pandemic began, some institutions have relied 
on HEERF funds for proctoring, tutoring, and science 
simulation software. These funds were a short-term 
solution, not a long-term way to sustain institutions. 
That said, online learning has grown regardless of the 
pandemic. While many AASCU members seem poised 
to meet the rising demand for online courses using 
in-house resources, this do-more-with-less approach 
could become unsustainable. Therefore, universities 
must be strategic about investing in online learning 
infrastructure. That includes conducting market 
research to allocate funds toward programs with the 
highest potential for success. Additionally, some senior 
leaders believe that many students would prefer a 
blended experience over returning to campus full 
time. Therefore, universities will also need to invest 
in personnel, specifically instructional designers, to 
develop the online and blended courses to the quality 
students will seek.

4. Define What Online Learning 
Means for Your Faculty and 
Learners
“We need to change what ‘online  
learning’ is.” 
— Senior Vice Chancellor in the East South Central region

As institutions emerge from the pandemic, online 
learning must remain a priority to continue expanding 
access to programs and meet learners where they feel 
most comfortable. This long-term commitment will be 

essential no matter how institutions offer courses—be it 
entirely online or through HyFlex learning environments 
on campus. The important thing is for senior leaders 
to decide their institution’s vision of online learning 
and communicate it clearly throughout campus.
The definition of online learning has evolved 
considerably in recent years. Some institutions limit 
that definition to asynchronous learning. Others use 
broader parameters like Zoom sessions to facilitate 
group discussions and an LMS for tracking assignments. 
The adoption of HyFlex classrooms with synchronous 
interactions further cloud the views of online learning. 
Each campus needs to decide what works best for 
their students, faculty, and resources and align on  
a definition.

5. Seek Buy-in for Online 
Learning Through Transparent 
Relationships, not Directives
“We were able to overcome it.” 
— Provost in the West North Central region

AASCU members see no barrier as insurmountable 
as they seek to proliferate their online learning 
operations. Patience and transparency are potent 
tools that senior leaders can wield in their online 
growth efforts. Buy-in across campus is crucial, and 
transparency allows administrators to establish goals 
and invite faculty, department chairs, and deans to 
share their concerns. This process requires patience 
because discussions with stakeholders take time. 
However, administrators may accelerate the process 
by showing the benefits of online learning during 
training. They can also ask faculty champions to share 
their positive experiences while teaching online with 
colleagues resistant to this modality. Some resistance 
may always exist, and that is acceptable.
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Appendix:  
Additional Survey Data

Delivery of Services

How does your institution currently utilize the following services to support online instruction?  
Select all that apply for each service area

2022
Same central 

unit as 
on-campus 
programs

Online only 
unit

Decentralized 
throughout 
institution

Outside 
vendor

Not  
applicable/ 
We do not 
offer this 

service

Career services 92% 2% 6% 0% 4%

Mental health services 90% 1% 4% 7% 5%

Bookstore 90% 4% 2% 6% 2%

LMS support 86% 13% 1% 8% 1%

Faculty development and training 83% 15% 13% 12% 1%

Tutoring 81% 4% 14% 8% 4%

Enrollment  
management 80% 14% 11% 13% 5%

Academic advising 79% 14% 21% 1% 2%

Student retention and support 
services 77% 15% 15% 10% 2%

Marketing 68% 13% 21% 27% 7%

Instructional design 67% 27% 7% 15% 1%

24x7 technical support 67% 14% 2% 11% 15%

Field placement/ Clinical 
coordinator 64% 5% 25% 2% 10%
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How does your institution currently utilize the following services to support online instruction?  
Select all that apply for each service area

2013
Same central 

unit as 
on-campus 
programs

Online only 
unit

Decentralized 
throughout 
institution

Outside 
vendor

Not  
applicable/ 
We do not 
offer this 

service

Enrollment management 76% 25% 27% 13% 9%

Bookstore 76% 10% 15% 34% 9%

Student retention and support 
services 63% 26% 47% 9% 5%

Academic advising 62% 25% 57% 9% 2%

Tutoring 62% 19% 38% 6% 33%

Marketing 58% 33% 40% 25% 19%

LMS support 44% 42% 13% 63% 19%

24/7 technical support 36% 32% 20% 24% 55%

Instructional design 33% 70% 25% 6% 5%

Faculty development and training 31% 77% 32% 13% 0%

How did your online students access these services BEFORE the COVID-19 pandemic and how do you think they 
WILL BE accessed in the next three to five years?

Pre-COVID Pandemic Primarily in-
person

In-person and 
online Primarily online

Not applicable/
We do not 

provide this 
service

Faculty development and training 44% 48% 7% 0%

24/7 technical support 4% 49% 27% 20%

Student retention and support services 53% 36% 11% 0%

Mental health services 78% 15% 5% 2%

Academic advising 56% 35% 10% 0%

Tutoring 46% 42% 10% 0%

Bookstore 38% 47% 14% 1%

Career services 67% 21% 12% 0%

Field placement/ Clinical coordinator 57% 30% 10% 4%
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Faculty Roles and Development

How did your online students access these services BEFORE the COVID-19 pandemic and how do you think they 
WILL BE accessed in the next three to five years?

In the Next Three to Five Years Primarily in-
person

In-person and 
online Primarily online

Not applicable/
We do not 

provide this 
service

Faculty development and training 0% 79% 21% 0%

24/7 technical support 0% 48% 41% 11%

Student retention and support services 4% 81% 15% 0%

Mental health services 10% 75% 15% 0%

Academic advising 2% 84% 14% 0%

Tutoring 6% 78% 15% 1%

Bookstore 15% 62% 21% 2%

Career services 9% 79% 12% 0%

Field placement/ Clinical coordinator 20% 64% 12% 4%

Online classes are generally taught by:  
Select all that apply

2019 2022

Full-time faculty as part of regular load 98% 96%

Full-time faculty as overload 72% 71%

Full-time faculty who only teach online 40% 51%

Adjunct faculty who only teach online 82% 79%

Adjunct faculty who teach both online and 
in-person 85% 94%
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Which of the following describe the activities that you require of online faculty prior to teaching their first 
online class for your institution?   

Select all that apply

43% Self-paced training on online course design

42% Self-paced training on effective online teaching methods

39% Self-paced training on the institution’s technologies (LMS, web resources) used in online courses

39% Instructor-led training on effective online teaching methods

38% Orientation to the institution’s academic and student policies for online students

38% Orientation to the institution’s support services (technology support, tutoring, etc.) for online 
students

38% Instructor-led training on online course design

35% Instructor-led class on the institution’s technologies (LMS, web resources) used in online courses

12% Other (please specify)

25% None

What professional development activities do you offer to your faculty who teach online free of charge and 
which are mandatory?  

Select all that apply

Offered to 
faculty free of 

charge

Mandatory for 
faculty that teach 

online
Not applicable

Instructional design support to customize courses 94% 8% 5%

A professional development experience offered by your 
institution 92% 34% 3%

Professional development support through chatrooms/
forums/ email lists 73% 1% 27%

A mentoring program 55% 0% 45%

A professional development experience offered by a 
professional organization 45% 4% 52%

Attending conferences related to online education 45% 1% 53%

Credit bearing courses 45% 1% 53%

Field placement/ Clinical coordinator 6% 0% 94%
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Barriers and Persistent Issues

We would like to learn about what barriers you may have experienced to online learning as a strategic asset and 
how successful you have been in overcoming these barriers.

We did not 
experience this 

barrier

We are still 
experiencing 
this barrier

We overcame 
this barrier

Experienced at 
any point

Change in 
Experience from 

2013

Faculty concerns about 
student engagement/

program rigor
5% 78% 18% 96% 11%

Faculty time and effort 
required to teach online 11% 68% 21% 89% -1%

Low acceptance of online 
instruction by faculty 16% 35% 49% 84% -3%

Ownership of the 
intellectual property in 

online courses
28% 35% 38% 73% -1%

Cost for developing online 
courses 31% 44% 25% 69% -5%

Cost for delivering online 
courses 38% 30% 33% 63% 6%

How strongly do you agree or disagree that your institution has an effective solution or practice to address the 
following aspects of online courses?

Strongly 
agree

Somewhat 
agree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly 
disagree Unsure

Exam proctoring 15% 46% 30% 10% 0%

Plagiarism 26% 46% 23% 5% 0%

Student privacy 46% 42% 7% 4% 1%

Student technical needs (access to internet, 
laptop/tablet, etc.) 26% 58% 15% 1% 0%

Faculty technical needs (access to internet, 
laptop/ tablet, etc.) 56% 35% 9% 1% 0%

Accessibility for students with disabilities 
or learning differences 33% 45% 16% 2% 2%
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What’s Next for Online Learning

What do you anticipate adding at your institution in the next three to five years?

We currently do 
this

We plan to do 
this in the next 

three to five 
years

We have no 
plans to do this

Online degree alternatives (micro-credentials, stackable 
credentials, etc.) 23% 70% 6%

Credit for prior learning 49% 39% 12%

Employer partnerships 51% 38% 12%

Acceptance of ACE recommendations for non-college education 26% 35% 39%

Hybrid undergraduate programs 47% 32% 21%

Hybrid graduate programs 53% 32% 21%

Online certificates 73% 26% 1%

Online undergraduate programs 66% 22% 12%

Credit for examination 66% 21% 13%

Cohort-based programs online 64% 19% 17%

Online graduate programs 82% 18% 0%

International student enrollment 87% 10% 3%
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Methodology

A 31-question survey was disseminated via email to provost-level representatives at AASCU member institutions 
between August 17 and September 17, 2021. The survey was also publicized on social media channels and 
in newsletters sent by AASCU. A total of 104 institutions responded to the survey, with 80 completing the 
questionnaire for a 33% membership response rate and a 77% survey completion rate. Survey topics spanned the 
areas of how online programs are structured and supported, performance and revenue from online programs, 
faculty instruction and support, and the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on online learning moving forward.

The survey included a request for respondents to participate in follow-up interviews. Eight interviews were 
conducted by Wiley with senior leadership via Microsoft Teams and Zoom in October and November 2021. Each 
interview lasted half an hour and took place as semi-structured conversations about various survey topics, including 
the online program development process, faculty professional development, HEERF funding for online learning, and 
successes and challenges. The interview participants opted for confidentiality; therefore, their names do not appear 
in this report.

Technical Notes
All percentages in this report have been rounded; therefore, the total percent figure in a table may not add up to 
exactly 100. Further, if the total percentage is substantially more than 100, the question allowed respondents to 
choose more than one option.
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Partners

Wiley  
Learning is a lifelong experience; we’re helping people get where they want to be, partnering with educators and 
institutions globally, and finding exciting new ways to make learning better. We show employees new ways to 
achieve, get certified, and advance their careers, while helping employers find the top talent needed to get ahead. 
And we partner with authors, societies, and libraries to publish and enable access to life-changing science. Together, 
we can change the world.

Wiley University Services  
Wiley provides knowledge seekers career-connected education through our University Services, including Wiley 
University Support Services and Wiley Degree Accelerator. We partner with 70 universities around the globe and 
have helped 155,000 learners earn their desired degree, advance their skills, and reach their career goals. To learn 
more about our flexible services, visit universityservices.wiley.com.

American Association of State Colleges and Universities  
The American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) is a Washington, D.C.-based higher education 
association of nearly 400 public colleges, universities, and systems whose members share a learning- and teaching-
centered culture, a historic commitment to underserved student populations, and a dedication to research 
and creativity that advances their regions’ economic progress and cultural development. These are institutions 
Delivering America’s Promise. Visit us at www.aascu.org.

http://universityservices.wiley.com
http://www.aascu.org
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