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Literature Review - Distance Learning Issue 

Adaptability Struggles in Distance Learning 

Introduction 

The popularity of distance learning has steadily grown over the last 18 years. From 2002 

to 2012, there were more than one million students enrolled in online courses (U.S. Department 

of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2012). By the fall of 2017, an astounding 

20.1 million students enrolled in distance education courses that were completely online. This 

number represents 49% of students enrolled in private-not-for-profit institutions, 19% at private 

nonprofit institutions, and 11% of public institutions (Ginder, Kelly-Reid, & Mann, 2018). 

Interestingly, although the overall higher education enrollment numbers were decreasing during 

this time, online distance learning enrollment numbers continued to grow. An average of 

one-third of all higher education students have taken an online course at one time or another, and 

although enrollment in distance learning courses steadily increases, many students have not 

demonstrated the readiness to succeed in an online learning environment (Bettinger & Loeb, 

2017; Lederman, 2018). 

Who Struggles? 

Distant learning enrollment numbers continue to rise; however, many students struggle 

with adapting to the format of online learning. Overall, every demographic demonstrated that 

they were more successful in the traditional format when compared to online distance learning. 

However, some groups showed that they experienced more difficulty than others. The number of 

students that struggled depended on the type of students and the subject area of the course. 

Specifically, males, younger students, black students, and students with lower levels of academic 
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preparation demonstrated the most difficulty in adapting to the format of distance learning and 

were more likely to drop out or withdraw from the course (Xu & Smith Jaggers, 2013). This data 

supports the concept that everyone differs in their adaptability to distance learning, thus 

experiencing various outcomes when it comes to distance learning. Interestingly enough, older 

students demonstrated the likelihood of adapting more quickly to the online learning format than 

younger students (Jaggars, 2012). 

Why Do They Struggle? 

Students may anticipate that taking an online distance learning course will be easier than 

their traditional learning experiences; this expectation is false (Pierce, 2019). In comparison, 

distance learning varies when compared to learning that takes place in a brick and mortar 

environment. Students need to be committed, have self-discipline, and know how to manage 

their time; they should expect to spend up to 10 hours a week completing asynchronous activities 

such as reading course materials and participating in online discussion board assignments. This 

time commitment alone might be a struggle for some students. Moreover, if the student cannot 

adapt to this self-directed type of learning, it can be even more difficult for them to be successful 

in this environment (Potts & Potts, 2017; Xu & Smith Jaggers, 2013). 

Participating in an online distance learning course calls for a foundation in basic 

computer and word processing skills. Students that do not have this skill set are most likely to 

become frustrated and have more difficulty because it will take them longer to complete online 

activities. Online learning tools that are hard to navigate can add to this frustration. The more 

comprehensive technology experince that the student has, the more likely they will adapt more 
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naturally to the distance learning format (Friedman, 2019; Potts & Potts, 2017; Xu & Smith 

Jaggers, 2013).  

Additionally, online Distance learning can also feel isolating if a sense of community is 

not established. Students that do not feel engaged and have enough support are less likely to have 

a successful experience (Pierce, 2019).  

Conclusion 

One study compared students that took an online course to students that took the same 

course in a traditional brick and mortar setting; the data showed that when a student took a 

distance learning course, they reduced their grade by 0.44 points and affecting their grade point 

average by 0.15 points (Bettinger  & Loeb, 2017). Statistically, if a student earns below a C in 

their first online course, they are 18% more likely to never enroll in a distance learning again (Xu 

& Smith Jaggers, 2013). With the increasing number of students enrolled in online distance 

learning courses, it is essential to look at the adaptability struggles that students have and 

examine what we can do to help them succeed. Distance learning is not going anywhere; 

therefore, we must understand why students struggle so that we can be proactive and address the 

issues to better prepare them for the task that is ahead of them. 
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