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3.
The Learner Whose Motive 
Was Sheer Interest

While I was arranging a phone interview with Laura, she men-
tioned that she would be in Belgium when we spoke. In fluent 
En glish, she told me that she was 29 years old and had gradu-
ated from medical school in 2016. “Since then, I’ve specialized 
in internal medicine and now in laboratory medicine. I’ve also 
worked a bit abroad with Doctors Without Borders, but now 
I’m back in Belgium, where I’m from.”

At the time we spoke, Laura was enrolled in an online physics 
course. I was interested in learning what she felt that physics 
had to do with medicine at this stage in her life, and she was 
quick to explain what had motivated her to enroll in this course:

I never studied physics or anything like that, but I’ve always 

had an interest in the more philosophical aspects of physics, 

like quantum theory and relativity theory. But  because I’d 

never  really taken any courses on it, I did read some popu lar 

scientific books, where they tried to explain it for  people who 

have not studied anything like that and with not too much math 
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in it. So, when I saw the course, I thought it might be some-

thing that I would be interested in, so that’s why I de cided to 

take it.

Though Laura admitted to being “a bit  behind” in her studies— 
like many  people, she was busy with work and  didn’t have enough 
time to accomplish every thing on her plate— she was motivated 
to finish the course. In fact, she was enrolled in multiple courses, 
some more in ter est ing and pressing than  others: while the phys-
ics course was purely interest- driven,  others  were more directly 
related to her professional aspirations.

•••
Why do  people choose to take online courses? Some  people 
may be deeply embedded in online environments and find on-
line education a perfectly natu ral and worthwhile option; 
 others may approach online education with greater trepidation 
and skepticism. Some individuals may view the internet as a 
crucial component of their life and treat it as inextricably 
linked to their identity. If online banking is perfectly accept-
able to such  people, why  wouldn’t online courses? Other  people 
see the internet as a tool that serves par tic u lar functions on an 
as- needed basis and may view online courses as instrumen-
tal options for par tic u lar needs. Yet  others might have more 
anxiety about online learning but for whom, despite their con-
victions or doubts, online education may be the only option 
available.

The motivations of students who choose to engage in online 
learning vary between intrinsic and extrinsic, which in turn 
may vary across student populations and afect a student’s 
choice about  whether to go fully online or stay on campus and 
take some of their courses online. As Hartnett, George, and 
Dron (2011) revealed in their study based on self- determination 
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theory, students’ motivations for engaging in online learning 
tend to be situated, as in Laura’s case, suggesting that “indi-
viduals can be motivated to a greater or lesser degree, and in 
dif er ent ways, in any given context and time” (22).

We know that some students choose online learning spe-
cifically for the autonomy it afords them. The ability to learn 
online can be tailored to individuals’ unique life situations 
and provide them access to education and credentials that 
would other wise be out of their reach for a wide range of rea-
sons, such as geography, employment, or  family obligations. 
Students are forthcoming about  these reasons. One blogger 
quoted in Times Higher Education cited both intrinsic and 
extrinsic reasons for choosing to study online while work-
ing full time. “Online learning enabled me to hone skills such 
as self- motivation and time management that ultimately 
made me a better student, and  later, a more prepared young 
adult,” she claimed, and “learning on my own enabled me to 
craft an education that was unique to me” (Staufer 2018). 
Such agency, she argued, has become increasingly impor tant 
to  today’s students: “As the world changes rapidly and the 
workforce evolves with it, options like online learning create 
opportunity for students to take charge of what their learn-
ing and life  will look like,”  because “students in the US and 
UK want more flexibility than ever from their education,” 
she predicted, “gone are the days of a ‘typical’ university 
experience.”

Employment is another strong motivator for many students. 
In a study of mature nontraditional students in Australia, 
Stone, O’Shea, May, Delahunty, and Partington (2016) found 
that participants used their access to Australia’s Open Univer-
sity online as an opportunity to improve their  careers. The 
researchers reported that “without the opportunity to study 
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online many of  these students indicate that they would not be 
studying at all,” as it was “only due to the availability and flex-
ibility of online study that they [felt] able to embark on this 
journey” (162). Most of Stone et al.’s participants  were  women 
with  children and working full- time, and thus access to online 
education was a  viable and fitting way to gain new or better 
skills and improve their  future work possibilities.  These stu-
dents, most of whom  were the first in their families to attend 
postsecondary education,  were highly motivated to succeed 
and access  career progression and employment opportunities 
that would improve the lives of their families.

In a case study of similar students by Henry, Pooley, and 
Omari (2014), the motivating  factors  behind seeking online 
learning opportunities  were con ve nience, flexibility, accessi-
bility, the attraction to a specific course or institution, the ben-
efits of a university education, and extrinsic encouragement 
from a significant other or employer. Most of the online learn-
ers in this study  were  women with  children who  were pursu-
ing a bachelor’s degree in health or business and  were new to 
online learning. Citing con ve nience and flexibility,  these par-
ticipants “ were of the opinion that studying online would fa-
cilitate more time, place and pace flexibility, allowing more 
time to attend to  family responsibilities and/or maintain stu-
dents’ desired employment arrangements while pursuing uni-
versity studies, than would an on- campus course” (4). This 
finding is also supported by Rufalo Noel Levitz (2017), whose 
National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report concluded 
that online learners’ motivations  were “con ve nience, work 
schedule, [and] flexible pacing for completing the program” 
and that online learning “is all about con ve nience and balanc-
ing course work with life’s other demands” (17). Accessibility 
was especially critical for students with disabilities, for whom 
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online learning allowed them to bypass physical barriers to at-
tending classes on- site. Students also reported choosing a 
par tic u lar institution  because of its fit with their pos si ble 
 future employment needs and selecting a campus closer to 
home in order to “feel more connected with the program or in 
case they needed to visit the campus” (5). In a study of mature 
online students, Harris and Martin (2012) found that the larg-
est number  were  women and that work,  family, living away 
from the campus, and the con ve nience and flexibility of com-
pleting online work when it suited their schedule  were their 
primary motivating  factors.

Two additional  factors that are reported as motivating stu-
dents to take online courses are cost efficiencies (e.g., Jaggers 
2014) and discomfort with the traditional campus environ-
ment (e.g., Fox 2017). The cost of attending college invariably 
impacts student choice. Online options may eliminate com-
muting and relocation costs, though such costs may also be 
minimized when learners enroll in face- to- face courses/pro-
grams closer to home. In their comparison on community 
college and for- profit enrollments, Iloh and Tierney (2014) il-
lustrate how the cost- benefit analy sis that students engage in 
when selecting institutions is more complicated than merely 
selecting a low- cost option. For instance, they find that some 
students select higher- cost colleges as they might perceive 
higher long- term benefits arising from  those options. In a 
study by Fox (2017), avoiding pos si ble negative interactions 
contributed to participants’ choosing to engage in online 
learning, particularly among mature students and parents: 
“Students expressed a desire to avoid being judged by stu-
dents and instructors and described the classroom space as 
involving a lot of pressure and being intimidating” (5). One of 
Fox’s participants for example, described online courses as 
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“ ‘ intellectually pure spaces’ in which students are not judged 
based on gender, age, race, sexuality, religion,  etc.” (5).

Motivations for participating in other kinds of online learn-
ing experiences tend to be similar. Kizilcec and Schneider 
(2015), for instance, reported that among students’ motivating 
 factors for enrolling in a MOOC  were “to earn a certificate, to 
improve En glish skills, and a variety of social, academic, vo-
cational, and interest- driven motivations” (16). Yet, contextual 
 factors  matter, as the study by Hartnett, George, and Dron 
(2011) I noted  earlier indicated, and should be taken into con-
sideration. For instance, Kizilcec and Schneider found that if 
a MOOC was related to a students’ academic pursuits, stu-
dents also used the MOOCs as a reference tool—as a way of 
gaining access to the resources used within the course.

Although many on- campus students are also choosing to 
take online courses for their flexibility and con ve nience, the 
motivations of  these students, who are in general younger and 
without  children, tend to be somewhat dif er ent than  those ex-
clusively online or more mature students. Some of the  factors 
that on- campus students cite for enrolling in online classes in-
clude the ability to take a course at a con ve nient time or that 
was not currently available on campus, to avoid large lecture 
hall classes, to earn additional credits, to gain access to spe-
cific faculty members who only teach online, and to fit a per-
sonal preference for online learning. The Education Advisory 
Board (2017) also reported that, like Jennifer in chapter  2, 
many on- campus students  were heavi ly involved in campus 
life activities and in working part- time and therefore also de-
sired the flexibility that online courses can aford.

Recognizing the range of learners’ motivations to pursue 
online options is helpful  because  these motivations may im-
pact participation, achievement, and potentially the design of 
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online courses. For instance, learners who join an online class 
to explore a topic or to consider the discipline as a major are 
likely to show dif er ent participation patterns than learners 
who enroll in the same course  because it satisfies a require-
ment for graduation or  because it is a  free online course that 
allows them to dip their toes into a topic. While in some in-
stances students may have  limited options (e.g., in their desire 
to  pursue a unique program that is ofered in one par tic u lar 
modality), in most cases students make decisions based upon 
a variety of  factors, ranging from the cost of a program, to 
the reputation of the institution, to the anticipated benefits 
that they  will accrue from further education.

•••
• Students enroll in online learning offerings for a wide 

variety of reasons ranging from financial concerns, to 
con ve nience, to feelings of connectedness with a par tic u-
lar university.
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