
 

What Online College Students Should Know 

Before Enrolling 

Online courses have moved well beyond the novelty they were in 2010. In fall 2023, about one-

quarter of students at colleges participating in federal financial-aid programs were studying 

exclusively through distance education, while millions more combined online and classroom 

courses. 

The appeal is easy to understand. Online learning can eliminate commuting, make college more 

accessible to working adults, and allow students to complete assignments from almost anywhere. 

Convenience, however, should not be confused with ease. A well-designed online course can be 

every bit as demanding as its classroom counterpart, so students should understand both the 

freedom and the responsibility involved before enrolling. 

Online Courses Are Not All Alike 

An online course may be: 

• Asynchronous: Students complete work on their own schedules within established deadlines. 

• Synchronous: The class meets online at specific times for live instruction. 

• Hybrid: Online work is combined with occasional or regular campus meetings. 

• Self-paced: Students progress with greater scheduling freedom, usually within an overall 

completion period. 



Do not assume that “online” means “whenever I feel like it.” Many courses require weekly 

discussion posts, quizzes, group meetings, live presentations, or examinations at scheduled times. 

Read the course description and syllabus before committing yourself. 

The Advantages 

Greater Flexibility 

Convenience remains the most obvious advantage. Students can watch lectures, read course 

materials, participate in discussions, and submit assignments without traveling to campus. This 

flexibility can be especially valuable for: 

• Working adults 

• Parents and caregivers 

• Students who live far from campus 

• Students with transportation difficulties 

• Military personnel 

• Students managing health or accessibility needs 

• Anyone trying to fit one more course into a complicated schedule 

Completing coursework in your pajamas is still permitted, of course. Completing it at the last 

minute is less advisable. 

Savings Beyond Tuition 

Even when online and campus courses charge the same tuition, studying remotely may reduce 

other expenses: 

• Transportation 

• Parking 

• Campus housing 

• Restaurant meals 

• Childcare 

• Time away from work 

These savings can be substantial, but students should examine the entire bill. Online programs 

may add technology, distance-learning, examination-proctoring, or course-material fees. 



More Time to Formulate a Response 

A shy student may find it easier to participate in a written discussion than to speak before a 

classroom. An asynchronous forum allows time to read a question, consider the evidence, and 

prepare a thoughtful response. Online communication can also create a useful record because 

announcements, assignment instructions, discussion posts, and instructor feedback are often 

available for later review. 

Access From Almost Anywhere 

Course materials are generally available wherever the student has a dependable internet 

connection. Bad weather, a long commute, or an evening work schedule does not necessarily 

prevent attendance. That flexibility can make the difference between postponing college and 

continuing toward a degree. 

The Challenges 

Flexibility Requires Self-Discipline 

An online student may not have a professor standing at the front of a room reminding everyone 

that a paper is due Friday. The responsibility for logging in, checking announcements, reading 

instructions, and starting assignments belongs largely to the student. 

Procrastinators are not automatically disqualified from online learning, but they must be willing 

to change their habits. A successful online student should: 

• Check the course site at least once each weekday 

• Place every deadline on a calendar 

• Establish regular study periods 

• Begin assignments before the due date 

• Break large projects into smaller steps 

• Allow time for technical problems 

• Ask for help promptly 

Although online learning takes place at home, it deserves a place on the schedule just as a 

classroom course does. 

Online Does Not Necessarily Mean Self-Paced 

Most college courses follow an academic calendar. A student may choose when to work during 

the week but still face firm deadlines for assignments, discussions, tests, and projects. Some 



courses also require students to respond to classmates on different days, so waiting until the final 

hour may make meaningful participation impossible—even if the learning system still accepts 

the post. 

Student Interaction Takes More Deliberate Effort 

Online education does not have to be lonely. Modern courses may include discussion boards, live 

video sessions, group projects, messaging, peer review, and virtual study groups. The quality of 

that interaction varies, however. Students cannot rely on casual conversations before class or a 

classmate leaning over to explain an instruction; they must participate deliberately. 

Introduce yourself, contribute something useful to discussions, attend optional video sessions 

when possible, and consider forming a virtual study group. Online classmates can become 

valuable sources of encouragement and information. 

Instructor Access Is Not Unlimited 

Online students may have excellent access to their professors through email, messages, video 

appointments, and virtual office hours, but that access is not unrestricted or instantaneous. Before 

enrolling, find out: 

• How the instructor prefers to be contacted 

• How quickly messages are normally answered 

• Whether virtual office hours are offered 

• Whether live help is available 

• Who handles technical problems 

• How feedback is provided 

Ask focused questions and allow a reasonable response time. Sending five messages on Sunday 

night about an assignment due at midnight is not an effective communication strategy. 

What About the Cost? 

The old generalization that online education is always more expensive no longer holds. At many 

public universities and community colleges, online and campus courses have similar tuition 

rates. Other institutions charge different rates for online programs, and some add special fees. 

The only safe conclusion is that prices vary. 

Compare the complete cost, including: 

• Tuition per credit 



• Technology and distance-learning fees 

• Digital textbooks and access codes 

• Proctored-examination charges 

• Required software or equipment 

• Residency or campus-visit expenses 

• Transfer-credit policies 

• Grants and scholarships 

• The amount you may need to borrow 

A lower advertised tuition rate is not necessarily the better bargain. Compare financial-aid offers 

and the net price—the amount remaining after grants and scholarships—rather than tuition alone. 

The federal College Navigator can help students compare institutions, programs, tuition, fees, 

financial aid, graduation rates, and accreditation information. 

Check the Institution Before You Enroll 

A polished website does not prove that a school or program will serve your needs. Before paying 

an application fee or signing an enrollment agreement, investigate: 

• Institutional accreditation 

• Any specialized accreditation required for your field 

• Eligibility for federal financial aid 

• Graduation and retention rates 

• Typical student debt 

• Whether credits will transfer 

• Whether the degree is accepted by employers 

• Whether the program meets professional-licensing requirements in your state 

• What academic, technical, library, and career support is available online 

The U.S. Department of Education warns students to understand accreditation and avoid diploma 

mills. It also recommends checking transfer policies before enrollment because accreditation 

alone does not guarantee that another college will accept the credits. U.S. Department of 

Education 

https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/higher-education-laws-and-policy/college-accreditation/diploma-mills-and-accreditation
https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/higher-education-laws-and-policy/college-accreditation/diploma-mills-and-accreditation


If a program prepares students for teaching, nursing, counseling, accounting, or another licensed 

occupation, confirm in writing that it satisfies the requirements in the state where you intend to 

work. 

Technology Skills You Will Need 

You do not need to be a computer expert, but you should be comfortable with basic digital tasks. 

An online student may need to: 

• Navigate a learning-management system 

• Manage usernames, passwords, and multifactor authentication 

• Upload and download files 

• Create and convert documents 

• Participate in video meetings 

• Use discussion boards 

• Locate library materials online 

• Scan or photograph assignments 

• Install approved software 

• Back up important work 

• Troubleshoot simple connection or browser problems 

A smartphone can be useful for checking announcements, but it may not be sufficient for writing 

papers, taking proctored examinations, creating presentations, or using specialized software. 

Confirm the program’s computer and internet requirements before classes begin, and learn where 

to obtain technical support. A frozen browser ten minutes before a deadline is a poor time to 

search for the help-desk number. 

 

 

Communicate Like a College Student 

Online courses depend heavily on written communication. Discussion posts, emails, and 

messages should be clear, courteous, and appropriate for an academic setting. Avoid text-



message shorthand such as “OMG,” “LOL,” and “4U” unless the assignment specifically calls 

for informal language. 

Read messages before sending them, use complete sentences, and disagree with ideas without 

attacking the people expressing them. Your communication helps create the classroom 

atmosphere that would otherwise be supplied by a physical room. 

Prepare Before the First Week 

A little preparation can prevent a discouraging start: 

1 Log in before the course begins. 

2 Explore the course site and locate each major section. 

3 Read the syllabus and communication policy. 

4 Record every deadline in one calendar. 

5 Test your camera, microphone, browser, and required software. 

6 Find the library, tutoring, advising, and technical-support links. 

7 Create a dependable place to study. 

8 Introduce yourself and ask questions early. 

Campus students “hit the ground running.” Online students should do the same—after making 

sure the internet connection is working. 

Is Online Learning Right for You? 

Online learning may be a good choice if you: 

• Need scheduling flexibility 

• Can work independently 

• Read instructions carefully 

• Communicate comfortably in writing 

• Are willing to ask for help 

• Have reliable access to the necessary technology 

• Can reserve regular time for coursework 



A classroom or hybrid course may be a better choice if you learn best through frequent live 

discussion, need a highly structured schedule, lack reliable internet access, or require hands-on 

facilities that cannot be reproduced at home. 

The Bottom Line 

Online courses offer flexibility, accessibility, and freedom from commuting, but they are not 

shortcuts to a degree. They require organization, active participation, dependable technology, 

and the discipline to work when no one is watching. 

Compare the full cost, verify the school and program, understand the course format, and 

investigate the support available before enrolling. Then create a schedule, participate 

consistently, and communicate with your instructor and classmates. 

Sitting at home with your own computer may indeed be the tie-breaker. Just remember that 

comfort is where you study—not a substitute for studying. 

 


