
Is Online Learning for You? 

As the number and variety of online learning opportunities continue to grow, it may seem like 

the best way for you to fulfill your education and career goals. It’s a great option for many 

people, especially those who are managing busy work and family schedules. Having the ability 

to log in to your course work “anytime, anywhere” can make further education a possibility, but 

online learning may not be for everyone. 

Online students must learn not only about the subject matter being presented in their courses, but 

also about the learning environment itself, which can be quite different from a traditional 

classroom setting. The American Library Association points out “while Web courses offer more 

flexibility and convenience, they can be more demanding of time and energy than regular 

courses or workshops.” Many online learners must log in to their courses daily, for example, to 

monitor updates and participate in discussions and other assignments. 

If you are trying to decide between online and on-campus options, it’s important to assess your 

preferences, skills, and characteristics. How do you compare with some of the qualities of 

successful online students? 

Successful online learners are: 

 Self-motivated. They have the initiative to log in to their courses frequently and 

participate without being prompted to do so. Keeping up with course assignments and 

reading, and staying on track with due dates will largely be up to you. 

 Goal-oriented. Whether online learning is part of a professional career plan or for 

personal satisfaction, successful students are often focused on specific goals that help 

them stay motivated throughout their courses and programs. 

 Self-disciplined. Adding school to an already hectic calendar requires the ability to 

manage multiple responsibilities and resources, including time. Setting priorities, creating 

to-do lists, and scheduling study time are all important parts of the online learning 

experience. 

 Good communicators. New tools make it easier to communicate verbally using audio 

and video to meet with an instructor, work with a small group of classmates, or give a 

class presentation. But much of the communication that takes place in an online course is 

in writing, through email messages, written assignments, and discussion forums. Being 

able to clearly and communicate professionally in a variety of ways is essential to online 

learning success. 

 Persistent. Being able and willing to keep trying, even when things are going well, is 

critical for online learners. Weathering temporary setbacks and using problem-solving 

techniques will be helpful to overcome unexpected challenges related to scheduling and 

technology problems, for example, or a lesson that was particularly difficult to complete. 

 Resourceful. Online learners must be able to access the Internet, as well as quiet study 

spaces, to complete course requirements. This may mean adjusting current habits, and 

even budgets, to make sure that these resources are in place. 

http://www.ala.org/alcts/confevents/upcoming/webcourse/webctready


 Interested in using technology. The fact of the matter is that online learning relies on 

the tools that are used to access course materials and conversations. Students are required 

to learn how to use a range of software applications and hardware devices throughout 

their academic programs. 

 Willing to ask for help. Online programs provide a host of resources to support student 

achievement. Successful online students reach out to instructors, advisors, counselors, 

and librarians for assistance when they have questions or concerns. 

Online learning can offer a great deal of flexibility and convenience, but there are also challenges 

to be met. Is online learning right for you? Take some time to further research your options and 

explore the expectations of the learning environment. Look for course demos, tours, and samples 

so that you can experience online learning first hand before you enroll. 

Keep in mind that becoming a successful online learner also takes practice. Prepare yourself for 

the adventure ahead and seek out ways to improve your skills as you move from course to course 

How Online Courses Work 

If you are new to online learning, you may find the experience very different from the traditional 

face-to-face courses you have taken in the past. While there are similarities in terms of academic 

calendars, textbooks, and assignments, online delivery requires a different approach from both 

instructor and students as they interact with each other and with the course content via 

technology. 

Let’s take a closer look at the typical components of an academic online course and what you 

can expect in your first online class. 

Access and Information 

Most formal academic programs now use a Learning Management System (LMS) or Content 

Management System (CMS) to provide course materials in an online format. These systems 

require a school-issued login and password, and allow students to access all of their courses in 

one place. Some common functions of an LMS include: 

 Navigation: Through pages, tabs, and menus, the LMS structures the presentation of 

materials for each course using calendars and links to support services, such as the 

school’s online library. 

 Organization: Class activities and assignments are often organized in weekly folders, 

modules, or lessons within the LMS. Announcements are posted by the instructor, as well 

as a course syllabus, grading rubrics, and other course documents. 

 Administration: The LMS manages the processes of tracking students’ progress and 

posting grades. Tools are also in place for students to upload assignments and receive 

feedback from their instructors. 

Study Materials 



As in a traditional class, you’ll find a variety of assignments and activities in an online course, 

along with assessments to evaluate your learning. You can expect your courses to require 

interactions that include: 

 Practice exercises and case studies 

 Reading assignments from textbooks and websites 

 Papers, projects, and presentations 

 Class discussions 

 Quizzes and exams 

Online courses rely heavily on reading and writing. In addition to text-based materials, you’ll 

also encounter multimedia presentations such as slideshows, podcasts, and videos. The use of 

social media (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, blogs) is also becoming more popular as a way for 

students to engage in class activities and submit assignments. 

Communication and Participation 

Online course communication between students and instructors can take place asynchronously – 

in which everyone accesses materials and discussions at times of their choosing, but within 

overall deadlines – and synchronously – in which all parties are communicating live, in real-time. 

Synchronous events or meetings are usually scheduled in advance, but can impact the “any time” 

aspect of an online course. Many online courses use a combination of asynchronous and 

synchronous strategies, and you can ask your advisor more about what is expected of each 

course. 

 Examples of asynchronous communication tools include email and threaded discussion 

forums. There is a delay between the time you send your message or post your response 

and when you receive a reply. 

 Examples of synchronous communication tools include instant messaging, chat rooms, 

and Web conferencing. Everyone in the conversation or class is connected at the same 

time so that you receive an immediate response to your messages or questions. Logging 

in to your course to meet with your instructor during his/her virtual office hours, or with 

your whole class for a lecture or guest speaker are synchronous events. 

Working Individually and in Collaboration 

You’ll find that you alone are responsible for completing the work for each course in which you 

are enrolled, but not all activities will be individual in nature. You can expect to work with 

classmates in a variety of ways. From discussion forums to group projects, you will interact with 

others in your online classes. You may even be involved in peer review and grading, depending 

on the course design and learning objectives. 

 



Learning to Learn Online 

Online students must learn not only about the topics covered in their courses, but also about the 

technology used to access the materials, participate in the learning process, and communicate 

with other members of the class. Take advantage of available course demonstrations, trial 

enrollment periods, and new student orientations. These opportunities allow you to practice with 

the technologies and gain some experience with the learning environment before you begin your 

first class. 

Essential Computer and Technology Skills of 

Online Learners 

Many online students begin their programs with limited knowledge of computers, but quickly 

find themselves immersed in the use of technology for learning and communication. It can be 

overwhelming, but there are steps you can take to prepare for success. Start by reviewing the 

basic skills listed here, which you’ll need to get started, and get ready for your first online 

course. 

Hardware and Software 

Most institutions provide a list of computer specifications students should have access to before 

enrolling. These guidelines will include technical requirements for your hardware devices (i.e., 

P.C. or Mac, desktop or laptop), such as memory and operating systems (e.g., Windows, OS, 

Linux), and a list of applications you will need to prepare your course assignments. Skills 

involved in using your computer and its programs include: 

 Installing software 

 Updating software 

 Running virus scans 

 Saving and retrieving files 

You’ll also need to learn how to use the software required for your courses. General programs 

for creating and editing documents, presentations, and spreadsheets are common and Microsoft 

Office programs (i.e., Word, PowerPoint, Excel) are widely used. Your field of study may 

require additional, more specialized software applications. 

Once you’ve chosen an online school, be sure to check with your program for more specific 

guidance on the hardware and software you will need in your first classes. Educational discounts 

may be available through your school’s online bookstore. 

 



Learning Management Systems 

Your school will provide you with a login and password to access your online course materials 

through a learning management system (LMS). The LMS serves as a central hub for all of your 

courses that organizes assignments, presentations, and discussions into a series of modules, often 

by week. The LMS is also a platform for communication with your instructor and classmates. 

Each system is different, but most will involve the following kinds of tasks: 

 Posting discussion responses and replying to other students’ posts 

 Uploading your assignment submissions 

 Downloading course documents, such as a syllabus 

 Sending and receiving email with your school account 

 Viewing recorded presentations. 

There may be additional activities in your online course’s LMS depending on the type of course 

and the content provided by your instructor. Students may also encounter in-class wikis and 

blogs, as well as live video conferencing with their instructors and classmates. Look for new 

student orientation programs, course demonstrations, and sample classes that allow hands-on 

practice with the interface you will be using in your courses. 

Web Literacies 

You’ll likely be studying and working with online materials from a variety of sources both in and 

outside of your course LMS. Here are a few basic skills that will help you better navigate the 

Internet to perform research for your online courses: 

 Conducting an effective search with a search engine (e.g., Google, Bing, Yahoo) using 

advanced search commands. 

 Evaluating Web resources for authority, currency, purpose, and content 

 Understanding copyrights, licenses, and plagiarism in a digital environment 

Keep in mind that you may make mistakes and may need help along the way. It will take practice 

to develop all of the computer and technology skills you’ll need to use in your online classes. 

Give yourself some time to get familiar with locating your course materials and ask questions. 

Your instructors will be able to help you troubleshoot some issues and can connect you with 

other school resources, such as a technical help desk and the online library. 

Embrace the opportunity to develop new skills with technology as you move through your course 

work. The computer and technology skills you gain as an online student will also benefit you in 

your career. Employers in a range of industries value these skills and you may find them a 

requirement for your next job after graduation. 

 



Time Management Tips for the Independent 

Online Learner 

The convenience and flexibility of online courses are attractive to students who may also be 

balancing responsibilities associated with jobs and families. Whether you are enrolled in one of 

the best online computer science programs or the best online criminal justice programs, adding 

studies to your busy schedule, however, does create challenges. Being proactive is one of the 

best ways to reduce stress and increase productivity in your online courses. Here are a few ideas 

for managing your time more effectively: 

Assess Your Skills 

How are your current time management skills? Start with an assessment of your strengths and 

weaknesses. 

 Be honest with yourself. How have you handled projects and deadlines in the past? Take 

some time to reflect and consider the lessons you’ve learned and identify specific areas in 

which you still need improvement. 

 Take an online self-assessment. These free interactive surveys not only help you 

identify your skills, but also provide additional tips and resources. The MindTools.com 

time management quiz is just one example. Check with your school for more assessment 

options. 

Plan Your Schedule 

Gather all of your commitments (i.e., work, family) in one planner or calendar and prepare for 

the academic term ahead. 

 Closely review each syllabus. Add all of the assignment due dates to your calendar as 

soon as possible. 

 Schedule time to study. Block your calendar for class activities, such as meeting with 

your student study group, reading the textbook, and preparing assignments for 

submission. 

 Include study breaks. Staying healthy can also save time and increase productivity, so 

schedule breaks to relax, exercise, eat well, and get enough sleep. 

Prioritize Daily and Weekly Tasks 

 Create to-do lists. Include items that need to be completed as well as those that you 

would like to complete. 

 Prepare to sacrifice. There won’t always be time to do everything you want to do, but 

being clear on the “musts” can help you make good decisions about how you spend the 

time you do have available. 

http://oedb.org/rankings/online-computer-science-programs/
http://oedb.org/rankings/online-criminal-justice-programs/
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newHTE_88.htm%22


 Keeping your long-term goals in mind. Why did you decide to become an online 

student? Whether your reasons are personal or professional, put them in writing to 

motivate you on those days when the deadlines and to-do lists seem overwhelming. 

Organize Your Work 

Think about how and where you will study, and create an atmosphere that is conducive to 

accomplishing your tasks. 

 Store all of your study materials in a central location. Whether they are digital or 

printed, keeping everything in one place can save time spent looking for what you need. 

Online learning gives you the opportunity to continue your courses no matter your 

location, so consider creating a study bag for use on a commute, at your local library or 

coffee shop, or when traveling. 

 Minimize interruptions and distractions. Make your friends and family aware of your 

study schedule and find a quiet place to work. 

 Connect with your school’s support services. Learning, writing, and math centers 

provide a variety of assistance including advice about specialized study techniques. Note-

taking strategies, for example, may improve your reading comprehension and save you 

time reviewing course materials. 

Take Action 

Having a plan is just the start. How will you put your time management skills to use? 

 Avoid procrastination. Begin each week by reviewing your to-do list. Many online 

courses run on accelerated schedules, meaning that you have limited time to react to 

unexpected changes, so getting a head start each week is encouraged. 

 Get moving on your first task. Your total schedule can seem impossible to manage, but 

you’ll get things accomplished by maintaining your focus and tackling one task at a time. 

 Keep an eye on the future. Take a look at what is due in the following week. Don’t 

allow yourself to be surprised by the course requirements. 

Like most skills, time management takes practice and you’ll improve with each course you take. 

Learn more about how and when you should study, as well as techniques for accomplishing 

everything you need to accomplish during each week of your course. 

  



Are you a candidate for online learning? 

Go through the checklist below and see!  

OPPORTUNITIES ABOUND WITH KNOWLEDGE 

The following questions are intended to guide you in your decision about whether an online 

course is a good match for you. If you are unsure, you may wish to take a web-enhanced course 

to determine if you are comfortable with online learning before taking a completely online 

course. You can click on the links below to assess any one of the categories or you may scroll 

down and work your way through the whole assessment.  

| your learning style | your computer skills | your equipment | 

 

Are you ready as a learner?  
Assessing your learning style 

Answer the following questions honestly to determine if online learning is a good 

match for your learning preferences. Respond Yes or No to each question. 

I have excellent organizational skills.   yes 
  

no 

I am a very self-directed learner.   
yes 

  
no 

I tend to get things done ahead of time rather than waiting 

to the last minute.  

  
yes 

  
no 

I can figure out written instructions very well on my own.   
yes 

  
no 

I prefer immediate feedback on assignments and get 

frustrated when I have to wait. 

  
yes 

  
no 

I like learning about new technologies; they don't intimidate 

me. 

  
yes 

  
no 

I am a very comfortable and skilled reader.   
yes 

  
no 

I like engaging in written communication.   
yes 

  
no 

Additional Personal Concerns 

I can find at least 20 to 30 hours a week to devote to an 

online Medical Transcription Certificate Program. 

  
yes 

  
no 

Coming to campus for class is very difficult because of 

current time commitments, proximity of classes, or lack of 

transportation. 

  
yes 

  
no 

My need for taking this online course is very high. In other 

words,  

if I don't take it now I will not be able to take it later. 

  
yes 

  
no 

http://oakhorizons.com/pages/candidate.html#learner
http://oakhorizons.com/pages/candidate.html#skills
http://oakhorizons.com/pages/candidate.html#computer


  If you answered Yes to most of these questions, it is a good sign that you have 

the learner characteristics needed to succeed in an online course.  

  If you answered No to most of these questions, its possible that taking a fully 

online course may not be your best option. You may wish to try online learning 

in a web-enhanced course to determine if a fully online course is the best choice 

to meet your educational needs. 

[back to top] 

 

Are you ready as a computer user?  
Assessing your computer skills 

Answer the following questions honestly to determine if online learning is a good 

match for your current level of computer skills. Respond Yes or No to each 

question. 
I have frequent access to a computer and to the internet  

(both must be true).   yes 
  

no 

I can perform the following computer tasks: 

Turn my computer on, off, and reboot.   
yes 

  
no 

Comfortably use a mouse.   
yes 

  
no 

Create folders on the desktop and organize files.   
yes 

  
no 

Find lost files on my hard drive.   
yes 

  
no 

Create a new word processing document.   
yes 

  
no 

Open, spell check and save a word processing document.   
yes 

  
no 

Save files to the desktop.   
yes 

  
no 

I can perform or am aware of the following Internet skills: 

Use a URL (Universal Resource Locator) or web address.   
yes 

  
no 

Use the Refresher Reload button on my browser   
yes 

  
no 

Create and use bookmarks or favorites.   
yes 

  
no 

Search the web using a search engine.   
yes 

  
no 

Download and install programs or plugins.   
yes 

  
no 

Send and receive e-mail.   
yes 

  
no 

Attach a file to an outgoing e-mail message.   
yes 

  
no 

I currently have an email address.   
yes 

  
no 

I can download documents, images or other files from the 

Internet. 

  
yes 

  
no 

http://oakhorizons.com/pages/candidate.html#top


I can participate in an online chat, listserv or bulletin board 

discussion. 

  
yes 

  
no 

  If you answered Yes to most of these questions, it is a good sign that you have 

the computer skills needed to succeed in an online course.  

  If you answered No to most of these questions, its possible that taking a fully 

online course may not be your best option. You may wish to try online learning 

in a web-enhanced course or taking an online course after developing the 

computer skills mentioned in the questions above. 

[back to top] 

 

Are you ready technologically?  
Assessing your equipment 

Answer the following questions honestly to determine if you have adequate  

computer hardware and software to successfully take an online course.  

Respond Yes or No to each question. 

I have Internet Explorer 5.0 or later or Netscape 4.x or later on 

my computer.   
yes 

  
no 

I have a current word processing program on my computer (MS 

Word recommended). 

  

yes 

  
no 

My Internet access is via a 56K modem or better.   

yes 

  
no 

I have at least the following system: 

If I do not have the minimum required computer from above I 

am willing to get one or get access to one. 

  

yes 

  
no 

  If you answered Yes to all of these questions, you most likely have the 

technical requirements to take an online course. Note: Individual courses may 

also have technical requirements, check with the instructor prior to the first class 

meeting. 

  If you answered No to any of these questions, you may lack the technical 

requirements to take an online course. However if you can answer Yes to the 

following question, you might be ready to take an online course. 

[back to top] 

 

  

http://oakhorizons.com/pages/candidate.html#top
http://oakhorizons.com/pages/candidate.html#top


What makes a good online learning 

candidate? 

Taking courses online sounds like an exciting alternative to traditional face-to-face classes, 

however, online classes are not right for everyone. Online classes are very different from 

traditional classes in terms of the nature of class interaction, the presentation of materials and the 

overall learning experience. Even if you are an excellent student in traditional classes, you may 

find online classes not compatible with your learning style. Or, you may find that you don't have 

the essential computer skills to take courses online. Therefore, before you enroll in any online 

classes, make sure that online learning is right for you and you are ready for it. Taking the survey 

below may help you to decide. 

1. I am self-disciplined. I can work on my own and not be easily distracted. 

2. I am self-motivated to learn. I don't need stimulus from other students or being face to 

face with my instructor to motivate myself. 

3. I have the time-management skills to balance online coursework with my professional 

and personal responsibilities. 

4. I am willing to commit my time and effort to online courses (10 hours and up per week 

per course). 

5. I have good writing and communication skills. 

6. I find that I can take the time to organize my thoughts better when I write than when I 

talk. 

7. I have good reading skills. I can read a book to learn how to do something. 

8. I feel comfortable discussing issues and asking questions in an open forum. 

9. I have strategies to get the most from the course study materials such as text book, study 

guide, syllabus, etc. 

10. I can benefit from direct instructor feedback. 

11. I like to have the freedom to choose when I attend class and when I study. 

If you responded "yes" to nine or more of these statements, you probably have the necessary 

skills to succeed in an online class. If you responded "yes" to between six and nine of these 

statements, you may consider taking a blended course, instead of a completely online one. If you 

responded "yes" to less than six statements, you may want to consider taking a traditional 

classroom-delivered course. 

 


