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Abstract: In the academic year 2015-2016, staff and faculty at a traditionally brick-and-mortar central 
Texas university that has seen an increasing number of courses being delivered online wanted to 
provide potential online students with an assessment tool, a Student Readiness Survey, which would 
help students determine their potential success for online/hybrid coursework. The findings from this 
survey show that regardless of classification both undergraduate and graduate students appear to be 
ready, willing, and able to take online/hybrid courses. With few exceptions, there was little variance 
between freshman, sophomore, juniors, seniors and graduate students in terms of their ability to track 
assignments, willingness to take responsibility, confidence in their written expressive abilities, their 
like for multiple modalities for learning, and their motivation. 

	
Introduction 
	

As of 2014, there are approximately 5.8 million higher education students taking at least some or all of 
their courses online and “public institutions command the largest portion of distance education students, with 
72.7% of undergraduate and 38.7% of graduate-level distance students” (Allen & Seaman, 2016, p. 4). Reasons 
for students taking online courses vary but include comfort, affordability, convenience and flexible attendance, 
commute avoidance, and improved technical skills. For traditional undergraduates taking all of their courses 
online, there is no need to move to campus, while non-traditional students who may have families to support 
and careers in progress, do not have to commute back and forth. While most online courses do have strict due 
dates, in general students can log into their course to participate in discussions, watch videos, read content, etc. 
in the comfort of their own spaces and a times of their choosing. Additionally, if designed right, interaction 
with peers and the instructor may be increased. Many studies suggest that shy or reticent students are more 
likely to chime into asynchronous online discussions than they would in a traditional face-to-face classroom. 

Without doubt, however, students must be ready to take online courses and exert initiative as it is also 
easier to disappear in an online course when you do not see your instructor and peers regularly in face-to-face 
(f2f) settings. Current educational debates highlight that many students may not be ready. 

With this concern in mind, faculty and staff at Texas State University were interested in the readiness 
of their students to take online or hybrid courses. Instructional designers developed a survey to be distributed to 
each student electing to register for an online course to gauge their readiness to be successful in taking an 
online course. Upon voluntary completion, students were given suggestions to improve their readiness. The 
purpose of this paper is to present the initial findings from this survey. 
	
Background 
	

In 2001, Marc Prensky termed new-century students as “Digital Natives” theorizing that these 
students have grown up in a technological age and thus think differently, can multitask, and prefer gaming 
and interactivity over passive absorption of content. Later, Prensky added that these students were, “fluent in 
the digital language of computers, video games and the Internet” (Prensky, 2005b, p. 8).  

Since then, a debate has grown with other commentators contributing to the theory (Frand, 2000; 



Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005) and others all but debunking the idea (Bennett, Maton, & Kervin, 2008, Hargittai, 
2010), including the obvious notion that this theory likely doesn’t apply to all students (VanSlyke, 2003) born 
after 1980 as suggested. Just because a student uses some form of technology regularly doesn’t mean he or she 
has developed their “digital literacy”, or the conceptual understanding, skills, and actions used via technology 
devices and the Internet to accomplish a variety of tasks (Hargittai, 2010). 

Furthermore, how do digital natives feel about online learning? Rogers & Usher (2011) found that 
56.3% students taking hybrid courses did not find courses with more online resources to be more interesting 
than courses with fewer online resources, but did believe those with more online resources to be better 
organized and were more likely to skip any face-to-face portions of these courses if necessary due to content 
accessibility. Students wanted more content online, such as lecture notes or handouts, lecture recordings, 
electronic readings, but wanted lectures to be delivered in person. In general, students were more positive about 
online content, and less positive about actual interaction, such as forums, or synchronous activities, such as 
video-conferencing. The majority of students believed that the quality of education was either superior in f2f 
only settings (49.4%) or about the same as (44.3%) in both f2f and online only platforms. However, 67.3% of 
students found f2f only instructors to be of higher quality that online only instructors. 
	

The authors add, 
“These do not quite sound like the views of the “digital natives” we have heard so much 
about. Far from preferring to be immersed in a digital world of self-directed learning, 
students seem to still have an enormous desire to learn directly from a “sage on the stage” 
(Rogers & Usher, 2011, p. 17). 

	
In addition to wanting to engage in online learning, simply having access to the necessary technology 

equipment and a certain level of digital literacy, students must be somewhat prepared for basic troubleshooting 
when the inevitable technology difficulty occurs and must also possess other personal characteristics in order to 
be successful in online/hybrid learning including: being goal-oriented, self-directed, and self-motivated (Boyd, 
2004), taking responsibility for their own time management, completion of activities and assignments, and basic 
technology troubleshooting. They must be comfortable and netiquette aware in online written communication, 
and be willing to engage with the content, the other students, and the instructor. Mannix (2000) posits that a 
student will be more effective as an online student if he/she is more interactive. Students must be able and 
willing to communicate with their peers and instructors in different ways other than a quick chat after class or 
going to an instructor’s physical office space. New 1:1 communication methods with the instructor include 
attending virtual office hours, email, discussion threads, and chat, which means students may not always get 
immediate answers depending on the mode of communication. 

Based on how the digital natives feel about elearning and in realizing that not all digital natives possess 
the digital literacy and personal characteristics that must accompany their extensive use and possession of 
technology and the Internet, many universities have developed student readiness surveys or self-assessment 
tools to help students determine if they are ready to take online courses (Boyd, 2004). 
	
The Study 
	

In the academic year 2015-2016, staff at a large central Texas university began offering a self-
assessment tool to students desirous in registering for online and/or hybrid courses through the institution. This 
survey was presented to students during the registration process, offered suggestions for consideration, and then 
provided suggestions, if needed, for improving their readiness to take online/hybrid course. The 33-item survey 
sought to elicit responses from potential online students about the quality of their technology and comfort level 
with basic computer, MS Office, and Internet skills; learning habits and preferences, online learning opinions, 
and time management skills; motivation, and problem-solving, collaboration and communication skills; and 
lifestyle. 

Participants included any student, freshman through graduate level, who was interested in 
registering for an online course. Between September 2015 and August 2016, 1078 students had completed 
the survey including 160 Freshmen, 237 Sophomores, 269 Juniors, 311 Seniors, and 97 graduate students, 
including 93 Master’s and 4 Doctoral. 



Findings 
 

Overall, students at this traditional, brick-and-mortar, central Texas University appear ready to take 
online courses. All classifications of students seemed prepared to do basic troubleshooting (M=3.63). The mean 
technology score for all students was 37.8 on a 40 pt. scale. Figure 1 shows that the mean was highest at the 
junior and senior level, followed by the freshman, sophomore, master’s, and doctoral students.  

 
Interestingly, there was not much difference in how freshman, sophomore, juniors, seniors, and 

Master’s students rated their technology access and skills. As Figure 2 shows, however, the four doctoral 
students rated themselves lower in each category. 

 
All potential online/hybrid course students taking the survey were asked the question, “I think online 

classes are easier than face-to-face classes. Figure 3 shows that Master’s and Doctoral students were most 
likely to “Disagree” or “tend to disagree” with the statement, with more freshmen choosing “Agree” than the 



other classifications. Figure 4 shows that doctoral and master’s students are also least likely to say they 
preferred face-to- face (f2f) interactions over online ones, while the four doctoral students were less likely than 
any other group to need immediate feedback (see Figure 4). 

 

 
In regards to soft skills and confidence, such as motivation to learn online, affinity towards sharing, 

figuring things out, working in teams, affinity for multiple modalities and confidence in understanding written 
text and written expression skills, doctoral students again marked themselves, as a group, lower than the 
underclassmen and master’s students. However, no group marked themselves so low as to suggest they were 
not generally ready to take online courses. Finally, overall, the students were willing to work on the weekends 
to accomplish course-related tasks and plan to devote the appropriate amount of time to completing those tasks 
(see Figure 6), although doctoral students were less willing to work on weekends. These students all “tended to 
agree” or “agree” that they take responsibility for their own learning and keep track of their assignments, 
submitting all work by the due dates provided. 



 

 
Conclusion 
 

General education and life experience seemed to be a factor in how students regarded online learning 
in terms of ease. Additionally, some educational experience seemed to suggest that undergrads of upper 
classifications were more ready technology-skills speaking than their graduate level counterparts and 
freshmen and sophomores. All of our students are confident in understanding written text and in their writing 
comprehension skills and prefer multiple modalities, although the doctoral students were far more likely to 
not agree with that statement. Additionally, all of our students indicate that are motivated to learn online and 
recognize the need to work 6-9 hours per week and perhaps on weekends (Boyd, 2004). Interestingly, while 
our four doctoral students as a group do not prefer f2f interactions over online interactions, nor have as much 
need for immediate feedback as the other classifications, they also indicated that they were less motivated, 
less willing to work in teams, and less likely to share. These factors would suggest that they may not be as 
successful in their online courses as the other students (Boyd, 2004; Mannix, 2000; Roger and Usher, 2011). 
Is this due to the likelihood that doctoral students are older? According to the Council of Graduate Schools 
(2009), the average age of graduate students is 33 years old. This trend has been fairly steady through the 
years and is relevant to both doctoral and master students. Children born in 1980 are now 36 years old, a solid 
18 years older than today’s traditional college freshmen. Unfortunately, these findings could also simply 
reflect the limitation of significantly fewer doctoral students responding to the survey. Regardless, it would 
seem that this bunch of students overall possess the technological skills, confidence, and requisite attitudes to 
be successful online students. 
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