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A college degree is transformative. When students earn a 
degree, it’s not only their own circumstances that change 
for the better: the positive effects ripple through the lives 
of students’ family members, friends, and colleagues, too. 
Regrettably, the path to a college degree isn’t always clear 
or easy for students to follow.

Fortunately, alternative credit pathways offer a solution. 
StraighterLine, a student-success and college-readiness 
company focused on helping institutions improve 
retention and admit more college-ready students, has 
developed an innovative model that offers students the 
opportunity to complete college-level, general-education 

courses flexibly and affordably. Students in StraighterLine 
courses students engage with course material created 
and vetted by qualified faculty from accredited institutions 
across the country, and students can rely on nurturing, 
dependable support from the minute they enroll to the 
time they request a transcript. StraighterLine’s pathway 
programs, designed to support enrollment and retention at 
partner institutions, are proven to help pre-college, at-risk, 
and stopped-out students return to their institution and 
persist to graduation. By partnering with StraighterLine, 
institutions can help students discover that a college 
degree is within their reach.

INTRODUCTION



2Quality, Scale, and Affordability: The StraighterLine Approach to Online Courses 

THE COST OF COLLEGE 
A college degree opens doors to employment. In fact, 
since 2012, 71% of jobs created have been awarded to 
candidates with a Bachelor’s degree or higher (Fain, 2018, 
p. 7). Furthermore, it’s been projected that by 2020, two-
thirds of all jobs will require some sort of post-secondary 
education, whether it’s a college degree or professional 
certification (Fain, 2018, p. iii). 

Unfortunately, the cost of college may be keeping 
students from entering—and finishing—degree programs. 
In 2018, the average cost of an in-state undergraduate 
degree from a four-year public institution was slightly 
over U.S. $10,000 per year; students attending an out-
of-state public institution paid about U.S. $26,000 and 
students attending a private four-year institution paid 
nearly U.S. $36,000 (“Average Published Undergraduate 
Charges,” 2019). Students’ inability to pay for classes 
every semester may lead to stop-outs, which can increase 
the time to a degree or result in students dropping out 
(Fairfax, 2018). Students who depend on loans may 
find themselves in financial trouble later: nearly 11% of 
borrowers who entered federal student loan repayment 
between 2014 and 2017 have already gone into default 
(“National Student Loan,” 2018). Though a college degree 
continues to remain valuable, the cost of a degree has 
become a serious obstacle both for students and for 
the institutions hoping to recruit them. StraighterLine’s 
alternative credit pathway programs solve this problem 
by helping institutions ensure that their students can 
complete program pre-requisites and general education 
courses affordably.

MONEY ISN’T EVERYTHING:  
THE CHANGING FACE OF 
COLLEGE STUDENTS
While the cost of a college degree may be a major 
barrier for many students, it’s certainly not the only one. 
Today’s college students are increasingly considered 
non-traditional learners. More specifically, about 40% of 
college students are 25 years of age or older and thus 
considered adult learners (Dumbauld, 2018). Perhaps even 
more importantly, non-traditional student enrollments 
are expected to outstrip traditional student enrollments 
by more than 5% in the coming years, indicating that 
institutions will need to increase their focus on meeting the 
needs of this diverse group of learners (Anderson, 2016). 
Unfortunately, non-traditional students are significantly 
less likely to complete their degree programs than their 
traditional peers (Taniguchi & Kaufman, 2005).

So, what do non-traditional learners need to be 
successful in their degree programs? First and foremost, 
they need flexibility—a critical advantage provided by 
StraighterLine’s self-paced, fully-online courses. Still, 
sometimes flexibility isn’t enough to ensure students’ 
success. Non-traditional learners also need access to 
resources that prepare them for scholastic challenges 
and encourage persistence. A student’s admittance to 
an institution may not necessarily mean that a student is 
prepared to succeed in classes: a recent report revealed 
that 96% of colleges enroll students who need at least 
one remedial class (Butrymowicz, 2017). StraighterLine’s 
pathway program helps to prepare students for the 
challenges of college-level work by offering high-quality 
courses with plenty of support along the way.
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A STRAIGHTERLINE  
TO A COLLEGE DEGREE
In a climate where financial burden, program flexibility, and 
academic preparation are key concerns for prospective 
students, enrolling and retaining learners can be an 
institutional challenge. Fortunately, StraighterLine presents 
an elegant solution by offering affordable, flexible, fully-
online courses that are recommended for college credit 
by the American Council on Education (ACE) and transfer 
seamlessly to more than 130 partnering institutions. 

StraighterLine’s unique subscription model is ideal for 
students who could benefit from the opportunity to learn 
at their own pace. StraighterLine students pay a low 
U.S.$99.00 per month subscription fee and may then 
purchase as few or as many general-education courses 
as they choose. StraighterLine offers a comprehensive 
catalog of more than sixty general education courses, 
most of which are priced at only U.S.$59.00 (including 
the accompanying e-textbook at no additional cost). 
Students can complete their courses on a timeline 
that’s convenient for them and can even pause their 
subscription if they need to take a break for a while and 
pick up where they left off later with no penalty.

StraighterLine Pathway Services works with colleges 
and universities to create unique low-cost readiness 
and degree pathway programs under their own brands. 
Partners can leverage StraighterLine’s course platform and 
suite of technology-enabled services to create a pathway 
program powered by StraighterLine. These programs 
help pre-college, at-risk and stopped-out students meet 
admissions requirements and persist to graduation.

STRAIGHTERLINE COURSES
What is a StraighterLine Course?

StraighterLine’s courses are self-paced, introductory-level, 
general education courses designed to align to equivalent 
courses offered at higher education institutions across 
the country. StraighterLine’s course design and delivery 
model is rooted in the National Center for Academic 
Transformation’s Program in Course Redesign, which has 
been proven to increase student performance for general 
education courses at many institutions (Graves & Twigg, 
2006). The scope, objectives, and assessments of each 
course have been designed and reviewed by StraighterLine 
faculty, faculty at more than 130 articulation partners, and 
quality assurance and accrediting entities such as such 
as the American Council on Education and the Council on 

Higher Education Accreditation. In fact, the Department 
of Education deemed StraighterLine’s courses to be of 
such high quality that the company was one of only eight 
alternative credit providers selected to participate in the 
groundbreaking Educational Quality through Innovative 
Partnerships program. 

How Do Students Earn Credit?

StraighterLine courses are accepted for credit in one of two 
ways: either as the result of a review and recommendation 
by the American Council on Education or through a direct 
articulation agreement developed with a partner institution.

In order for ACE to recommend a course for college 
credit, the course must undergo a rigorous, independent, 
third-party review process. During a review, ACE assigns 
a minimum of two highly qualified reviewers—generally 
faculty scholars affiliated with accredited, nationally 
recognized institutions—to review each course’s content 
and assessments. Faculty assess the course using a rubric 
aligned to standards and best practices in higher education 
pedagogy and present their findings to ACE. If faculty 
reviewers feel that the course meets higher education 
standards and is reflective of similar courses at other 
institutions, ACE recommends the course for credit. In rare 
cases, a particular aspect of a course may not align with 
the reviewers’ expectations, in which case StraighterLine 
adjusts the course in order to satisfy the reviewers’ 
standards and credit for the course is recommended. It’s 
important to note that course recommendations must 
be renewed every three years, so courses are continually 
updated to align with changing educational standards, 
including those related to course outcomes, content, 
delivery, and assessment methods.
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StraighterLine also works directly with accredited 
partner colleges to develop articulation agreements and 
build a catalog of course equivalencies. In these cases, 
administrators and faculty from a partner college review and 
approve StraighterLine’s courses for guaranteed transfer.

Course Development and Content

Because StraighterLine courses are designed to reflect 
equivalent general education courses at institutions 
across the country, courses are developed using syllabi 
and faculty expertise from a wide range of recognized 
higher education institutions, including both two-year, four-
year, online, and brick-and-mortar institutions.

The learning objectives form the foundation of each 
course and serve two important purposes: they set 
students’ expectations, and they provide specific, 
observable outcomes against which students’ success 
can be measured. StraighterLine’s course objectives 
clearly communicate what skills the student should 
have mastered at the conclusion of a course, explain 
how competency will be demonstrated, include a mix of 
Bloom’s taxonomy levels, and set the foundation for fair 
and effective assessments. 

Course materials, including lesson presentations, 
textbooks, and assessments, are carefully curated to align 
with the syllabus and support the learning outcomes. 
A variety of reputable publishers, such as McGraw-Hill, 
Acrobatiq, Rosetta Stone, and eScience Labs, contribute 
to StraighterLine courses. Course materials have been 
designed to meet the needs and learning preferences of a 
variety of students. For example, students have access to 
lesson presentations with rich graphics, videos, and audio; 
engaging, searchable e-textbooks; and authentic, hands-
on lab activities through lab kits supplied by eScience Labs. 

Assessment

In keeping with assessment recommendations outlined 
by the American Association of Higher Education, 
StraighterLine offers both formative and summative 
assessments along with adaptive learning and assessment 
opportunities (“Principles of Good Practice”). Students 
may encounter a variety of assessments, including 
multiple choice quizzes and exams, essays and other 
writing assignments, science lab reports, oral reports, and 
multimodal projects. Students have many opportunities 
throughout the course to engage in non-graded and low-
stakes practice assessments as they master course 
objectives.

Almost all courses have a cumulative midterm and a 
proctored final exam. In most courses, the final exam 
is worth 30% of the student’s grade to ensure that 
students demonstrate cumulative mastery in a secure 
environment. However, StraighterLine’s quantitative 
assessments are created using both recognized 
publisher-provided test banks (e.g., McGraw-Hill) and 
exams created specifically for StraighterLine courses by 
the Council for Aid to Education, makers of the Collegiate 
Learning Assessment, which measures critical thinking 
skills. Assessments are aligned to each course’s scope 
and objectives, and many have undergone rigorous 
psychometric evaluation to ensure reliability and validity.

Each of StraighterLine’s written and oral assessments 
are aligned to the course, and all assessments have 
been designed and reviewed by qualified faculty. Each 
assignment prompt includes detailed instructions on 
how to complete qualitative assignments, and students 
are provided in advance with a rubric that will be used to 
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“StraighterLine is a great company that’s making it 
possible for learners to save money and meet their 
educational goals in a flexible way. I am excited to 
be able to work with such an innovative company.”

Angela Shaw-Thornburg, Ph.D.

“As a result of living in the age of information and 
technology, our society’s interest in online distance 
education has increased greatly over the years. 
As an English instructor, my interest in distance 
education has also increased tremendously. 
StraighterLine is providing a valuable contribution 
to this area. I’ve thoroughly enjoying grading with 
StraighterLine due to its dedication to education, 
pedagogy, and technology.”

Anthony Halderman, M.A.

FACULTY TESTIMONIAL

score their submissions. Students have the opportunity 
to submit drafts for all written and oral assignments 
and are given the opportunity to revise before making 
their final submission. All written and oral assessments 
are reviewed and graded by StraighterLine faculty, 
many of whom are professors at accredited institutions 
nationwide. Faculty are trained to provide both rubric-
based scoring and thoughtful written feedback that 
offers comments on both higher-order concerns, such 
as thesis statements and organization, and lower-order 
concerns, such as grammar and usage conventions. 

Faculty Qualifications and Training

The United States Department of Education acknowledges 
that instructors’ qualifications and subject-matter 
knowledge are strongly associated with positive outcomes 
in student learning (“Highly Qualified Teachers,” 2006). 
StraighterLine employs only highly qualified faculty 
evaluators with teaching and industry experience so that 
students are able to interact with experts in their fields. 
In fact, StraighterLine conforms to the same standards 
found at most accredited institutions: all faculty (including 
subject-matter experts, assignment evaluators, and 
course mentors) must possess at least a master’s degree 
in their field of study, though a terminal degree is strongly 
preferred. Additionally, StraighterLine gives preference 
to faculty applicants who have experience teaching and 
working with adult learners in an online setting. 

Once highly qualified faculty have been identified and 
have undergone a rigorous interview process, they must 
successfully complete an online skill assessment and 
an evaluator education course before being hired. The 
evaluator education course familiarizes faculty with course 
content and assessments, asks them to read and respond 
to pedagogy-centered scholarly articles, and requires 
them to score sample assignments as well as take part in 

norming with other evaluators. Once faculty begin working 
directly with students, StraighterLine monitors their 
performance through regular norming sessions, review 
of student feedback, and frequent spot-checks of faculty 
comments and grades. 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY
StraighterLine is committed to promoting academic 
integrity and helping students understand how to 
participate ethically within an academic community. 
StraighterLine’s philosophy of academic integrity is 
aligned to the six fundamentals of academic integrity 
outlined by the International Center for Academic Integrity 
(ICAI): honesty, trust, fairness, respect, responsibility, and 
courage (“The Fundamental Values”, 2013). In the spirit of 
those values, StraighterLine believes that most students 
genuinely want—and most will try—to succeed on their 
own; however, students may be more likely to turn to 
unethical means of assistance if they believe they cannot 
demonstrate mastery of course material themselves. 
Thus, courses have been designed to help students 
develop confidence and feel that the course material is 
within their grasp: students can take as much time as 
they feel they need to engage with material, they can 
practice difficult concepts during low-stakes formative 
assessments, and, through clearly communicated course 
and lesson objectives, they know what to expect from 
their assessments.
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When students enroll in courses at StraighterLine, they 
agree to abide by a Student Code of Conduct that includes 
guidelines for ethical student behavior; in all courses 
with writing assignments, students must also complete 
an online academic integrity lesson before accessing 
the course content. Additionally, StraighterLine courses 
include measures to promote academic honesty, such as 
photo identification requirements for certain assignments, 
including lab reports, first-aid demonstrations, oral Spanish 
language presentations, and final exams. 

StraighterLine also uses a suite of tools to ensure that both 
written and quantitative assessments are representative 
of students’ own skills and abilities. Students submit 
essays and lab assignments through Turnitin to validate 
original submissions and to ensure that they have cited 
their sources appropriately. StraighterLine believes 
that, in self-paced courses, students can benefit from 
seeing if and how their writing matches to other sources, 
particularly when faculty are also then able to comment on 
the appropriateness of the paraphrase, citation, or length 
of quotations used. In addition to Turnitin, StraighterLine 
also employs industry standards for proctoring, utilizing 
live human online proctoring provided by ProctorU. When 
students are ready to take their final exams, they schedule 
a session with ProctorU. ProctorU requires students to 
pass an identity verification process and provides students 
with an online proctor who monitors the student during the 
session via a webcam and ensures that students do not 
access unapproved resources during the exam.

In the event that a student is found in violation of 
academic policy, StraighterLine immediately places a 
hold on the student’s account so that no transcript can 
be issued. Further action, up to and including dismissal 

from StraighterLine, is determined by the nature of the 
violation and the penalties described in the Student 
Code of Conduct. However, it is important to note that, 
when students are found to have engaged in academic 
dishonesty, StraighterLine’s goal is not only to ensure 
that students realize that their actions were unacceptable 
but also to help students recognize why the action was 
unethical and understand how they can act with integrity 
in the future.

STUDENT SUPPORT  
AND SUCCESS
Though StraighterLine courses are self-paced and allow 
students flexibility in their approach to the material, not 
all students will enter the course with the same level of 
preparation, nor will they necessarily have the same 
academic or affective needs as they progress through a 
course. In order to provide students with a wide variety of 
support options throughout their course, StraighterLine 
offers robust resource kit. Students can rely on a suite of 
self-serve tools, along with tutors, faculty, and dedicated 
support staff to help them. 

The National Center for Academic Transformation strongly 
recommends that students enrolled in online courses have 
access to advisors dedicated to providing support for non-
academic concerns, such as account information, course 
navigation, and transcript requests. In accordance with 
this recommendation, StraighterLine offers students the 
ability to contact non-academic advisors seven days a 
week by email, chat, or telephone. 

Though students in self-paced courses may not be led 
through the material by a professor following a rigid timeline, 
students are always able to receive faculty guidance and 
feedback regarding any questions or concerns they might 
have about course materials. 

As noted previously, students enter StraighterLine courses 
with vastly different skills and educational experiences, 
so many students desire additional help understanding 
a concept or practicing a skill. Tutors, integral to the 
scaffolding process (Sutton, 1998; Dvorak 2001), are 
available at no additional cost to students enrolled in any 
StraighterLine course. Tutoring is offered by reputable 
providers, including SmarThinking and NetTutor, and tutors 
are trained in offering personalized, non-directive tutoring 
both synchronously and asynchronously.

In addition to offering support through advisors, faculty, 
and tutors, StraighterLine maintains an innovative nurturing 
program that communicates relevant information to 
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students based on their progress through milestones in 
the course, including their login activity and time-on-task, 
and recommends relevant content for students based on 
their unique profiles. For example, students who have not 
logged into a course for a few days may be invited to return 
to their studies, and students who receive a failing grade 
on their first assignment are offered study tips and the 
opportunity to retake the assignment. 

A CASE STUDY IN PERSISTENCE: 
REFER-AND-RETURN
StraighterLine’s flexible course schedules, quality 
educational design, and first-class student support all 
combine to ensure successful long-term outcomes 
for students who transfer to StraighterLine partner 
colleges. StraighterLine has partnered with one of the 
largest, online, non-profit universities in the United 
States. Thousands of students apply to this institution 
every year; unfortunately, some enter the application 
process without meeting prior credit requirements, and 
others need to sharpen their math or writing skills prior 
to engaging in college-level academic work. Instead of 
simply rejecting these applicants, the university wanted 
to provide a path for students that would allow them to 
complete their admission requirements, return to enroll, 
and be successful in their degree programs. 

StraighterLine’s “refer-and-return” pathway program 
offered the institution a solution to help students earn 
college-level credit and build critical skills in a low-cost, 
low-risk environment before returning to the partner 
university and entering a degree program. Students 
referred to StraighterLine were able to enroll in courses, 
proceed at their own pace, and benefit from our student 
support, free tutoring, and coursework feedback from 
highly-qualified faculty. As part of the pathway program, 
the university received consistent reporting on students’ 
progress and success to inform admissions decisions. 
Once students had completed their StraighterLine 
courses, they were referred back to the university to 
continue making progress toward their chosen degree.

The progress students made in this refer-and-return 
program was remarkable. An impressive 90% of 
the students in this program who returned to the 
institution after taking StraighterLine courses were 
still actively enrolled 13 months after their acceptance. 
This demonstrates that students who succeed at 
StraighterLine stay enrolled and persist to graduation at 
twice the rate of peers who did not complete requirements 
at StraighterLine.

A STRAIGHTERLINE TO SUCCESS: 
WHAT DO STUDENTS SAY?
StraighterLine students’ positive long-term outcomes and 
high overall satisfaction rates are a testament to the fact 
that StraighterLine takes the guesswork out of alternative 
credit degree pathways and offers students an educational 
experience that helps them attain their goals. A recent 
third-party research study surveyed StraighterLine alumni 
about a variety of topics related to their StraighterLine 
experiences. Students’ responses demonstrated just how 
valuable StraighterLine had been to them:

• 88% of students who came to StraighterLine to  
meet admissions prerequisites at their college or 
university reported that StraighterLine helped them 
meet this goal.

• 94% of students who reported taking StraighterLine 
courses to help them graduate on time noted that 
StraighterLine helped them to do so. 

• 97% of students reported that they were able to 
transfer their credit to their target college. 

• 91% of students said they would recommend 
StraighterLine to a friend, family member, or co-worker.

Since its founding in 2009, StraighterLine has helped 
more than 100,000 students reach their full potential by 
putting them on a straighter line towards the degree of 
their choice, the career of their dreams, and the life they’ve 
always wanted. 

CONTACT INFORMATION
For more information on partnering with StraighterLine, 
please call our Strategic Initiatives team at 844.407.1242.
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