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5.
The Learner Who Used 
the  Family Computer

When I interviewed Mark, he described in detail how his sched-
ule dictated his studies. In par tic u lar, he would log onto his 
class early  every morning while his  daughter was still asleep. 
Mark lived in Panama and had elected to homeschool his 
 daughter  after they moved  there. Once his  daughter woke up 
in the morning, she needed to use the only computer in the 
 house hold to do her own schoolwork. Shared resources—in 
this case, the computer— necessitated this scheduling. “This 
morning,” he reported, “I got up around 5:30 and made cof-
fee, went to a small spare bedroom that we use as a study 
room, started up the computer, and worked on the course  until 
maybe about 6:00.” His  daughter had priority “access to the 
machine,” and he was second, using it “whenever it’s  free.” His 
participation in online courses was thus  shaped by economic, 
temporal, and geographic  factors, as well as by the needs of his 
 family, all of which influenced his educational experiences and 
potentially his success. His  daughter’s education was  shaped by 
 these  factors in similar ways.
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Mark was enthusiastic about his online courses. He felt that 
“democ ratization of education is  really,  really,  really impor tant, 
especially for, well, for every body,” but particularly impor tant 
“for places like where I live.” For Mark, and students like him, 
online education can provide access and opportunities that 
 were unavailable in the past. Yet such access may still be un-
equal: neither he nor his  daughter had unfettered access to de-
vices, and their internet speed was slower than that available 
elsewhere. Nonetheless, he was grateful for the opportunity 
to enroll, participate, and pursue higher learning.

•••
Paradoxical research findings can often lead us to question 
long- held assumptions. In one such set of research findings re-
garding community college learners, Xu and Jaggars (2013) 
found that students performed more poorly (lower grades, 
lower completion rates) online than in face- to- face courses, 
while Shea and Bidjerano (2014) found that students who took 
some of their courses online  were more likely to obtain a cre-
dential than  those who did not. In other words, despite stu-
dents’ earning lower grades and dropping out of online courses 
at higher rates than when taking face- to- face courses,  those 
who take online courses complete degrees at greater rates. As 
Shea put it, students taking online courses appear to be “ doing 
worse at the course level, but at the program level— despite 
lower grades— they’re finishing” (Barshay 2015, para. 3).

So, what gives? We’ve already examined the  factors that 
might explain the higher dropout and attrition rates in online 
courses, but what  factors might help explain the higher degree 
completion rates? One might be the ease of enrollment: it may 
be easier for students to get into online courses than in- person 
ones, especially if a par tic u lar in- person course is not taught in 
a given term, generates more student interest than available 
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seats, or satisfies a variety of requirements for majors and 
 nonmajors alike (e.g., introductory social science courses). As 
Johnson and Mejia (2014) noted, “If a student’s choice is be-
tween taking an online course or waiting for the course to be 
ofered in a classroom at a con ve nient time, taking the online 
course can help expedite completion or transfer” (11) and thus 
allow students to complete their programs more quickly and 
easily. A second likely reason is that the flexibility of individual 
online courses may better accommodate students’ professional 
and personal demands, especially  those of nontraditional stu-
dents, and make it more pos si ble for students to complete their 
courses. Online learning, therefore, can become a pathway for 
learners with restricted access to face- to- face courses to none-
theless complete their degrees. More recent research by Shea 
and Bidjerano (2016) seems to support  these findings, as does 
a study by James, Swan, and Daston (2016). The latter study 
examined retention rates of more than 650,000 students di-
vided in three groups:  those taking only face- to- face courses, 
 those taking only online courses, and  those taking some face- 
to- face and some online courses. Researchers found no difer-
ences in retention between the dif er ent groups, leading them 
to argue that “despite media reports to the contrary, taking 
online courses is not necessarily harmful to students’ chances 
of being retained, and may provide course- taking opportuni-
ties that other wise might not be available, especially for non-
traditional students” (75).

Although access to online courses appears to support reten-
tion, researchers warn that increased access to online learn-
ing has not eliminated, and may even exacerbate, a variety of 
inequities. If access is not synonymous with success, what  else 
might explain the fact that some online learners are success-
ful and some are not? What might explain disparities among 
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online learners? Understanding disparities between learners 
requires us to come to terms with what researchers have de-
scribed as a digital divide, a term which is used to describe in-
equities between  those who have access to technology and 
 those who do not. As Wiburg (2003) observes, the digital 
 divide reflects a set of divides resulting from economic, ra-
cial, gender, geographic, and other inequities. A common 
misconception is that digital divides merely reflect gaps re-
sulting from access to technology— that is, gaps between 
 those who have access to technology and  those that do not— 
but the divides run deeper than that. Mark and his  daughter 
may have access to technology but lack broadband access that 
might aford them the ability to engage in richer learning ex-
periences. A second divide that separates this  family from 
 others is that of socioeconomic status: Mark has the skills, lit-
eracies, and financial means to be pre sent in and supportive 
of his  daughter’s homeschooling and educational endeavors, 
while other parents may not. In other words, digital divides 
reflect structural inequities.

Much of the research on digital divides in education has 
been conducted in the K–12 context and has shown that 
 children from higher socioeconomic groups have greater ac-
cess to technology and to the internet outside of school than 
their counter parts. In par tic u lar, Goode (2010) showed that 
white, upper- class boys had more access to technology at home 
than students in low socioeconomic and high minority com-
munities, who had less internet access in the home and at-
tended schools with  limited resources, where their teachers 
also had not been trained to teach efectively with technology. 
That the resulting diferences in the educational outcomes of 
 these two groups was not simply one of access to technology 
is supported by Warschauer’s (2003) finding that it is the use 
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of technology at both school and the home, not just access to 
it, that makes the digital divide between students significant. 
According to his results, K–12 students “who enjoy a high 
 socioeconomic status more frequently use computers for ex-
perimentation, research and critical inquiry, whereas poor 
students engage in less challenging drills and exercises that 
do not take full advantage of computer technology” (47). Ac-
cording to Warschauer,  these findings debunk technological 
determinism, the belief that simply putting technology— the 
equipment—in front of students is enough to alleviate the 
digital divide. Cuban’s (1986) research in the use of technol-
ogy in K–12 classrooms similarly showed that access to tech-
nology is rarely an equalizing force. Without attention to 
 systemic issues of racism, sexism, and socioeconomic dispari-
ties and to pedagogy and instruction that uses technology in 
a more efective and fulsome way; simply expanding access 
to technology  will do  little for equity,  will do  little to close 
the digital divide.

Among the many implications of such findings for  those de-
signing online learning at the postsecondary level is that 
many students of color and lower socioeconomic status may 
not be prepared for college- level courses ofered in an online 
setting. Though Johnson and Mejia (2014) reported that access 
to higher education through online learning has increased 
among some minority groups, such as African American stu-
dents, they also found that “online learning exacerbates exist-
ing achievement gaps” between some minority groups and 
majority students (10). The study by Xu and Jaggars (2013) that 
found that students’ per for mance was worse in online than 
face- to- face courses also found that “younger students, Afri-
can Americans, Latinos, males, students with lower levels of 
academic skill, and part- time students are all likely to perform 
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markedly worse in online courses than in traditional ones” (9). 
As a result, they warned, the “continued expansion of online 
learning could strengthen, rather than ameliorate, educa-
tional inequity” (23).

In short, although proponents have often characterized 
 online learning platforms as demo cratizing forces that  will en-
able broad access to education (Veletsianos and Moe 2017), ac-
cess and success may also reflect and perpetuate a number of 
inequities. Creating more egalitarian structures in education, 
therefore,  will require more than using new technologies to 
expand access to educational content. The story of MOOCs of-
fers an instructive example of what can happen when we ig-
nore the many socioeconomic, cultural, and po liti cal aspects 
that influence the use and adoption of online learning. One of 
the most problematic features of MOOCs is their potential to 
act as vehicles for digital neo co lo nial ism, propagating western 
ideologies, ways of thought, and morals to diverse populations 
globally (Adam 2019). Early proponents of MOOCs heralded 
them as increasing access to educational opportunities for 
 people with other wise  limited access. Yet, Jaggars (2014, para. 
15) prophetically cautioned that while “MOOCs might indeed 
improve access to college- level learning among technology- 
savvy working adults who hope to upgrade their skills,”  there 
was  little available evidence “that such methods of delivery 
 will improve both access and success among other tradition-
ally underserved populations.” And indeed, research has con-
firmed that affluent learners with previous higher education 
experience have had greater success with MOOCs than less 
affluent learners with less education (Hansen and Reich 2015; 
Kizilcec and Halawa 2015).

Understanding that technology, and access to it, does not 
bridge digital divides is impor tant  because it follows that insti-
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tutions need to find other ways to rectify inequities and expand 
educational opportunity and success. Paying more attention to 
the circumstances and needs of individual students may ofer 
recourse to this prob lem. For instance, Bawa (2016) proposed 
that institutions could improve retention rates by ofering ori-
entation programs to prepare students and faculty for online 
learning, given that one major  factor contributing to attrition in 
such courses is “the over- estimation of student capabilities 
with re spect to the demands of time, commitment, and techno-
logical skills required in online learning” (7). Cultural diversity 
is another  factor to consider when attempting to improve equity 
in access to and success. As Smith and Ayers (2006) have noted, 
“Technologically mediated learning experiences may accom-
modate the singularities of a dominant Western culture at the 
expense of cultural responsiveness to the cultural backgrounds 
of all participants” (401) and thereby unwittingly marginalize 
the very students they often claim to serve. Warschauer (2003) 
has also cautioned that technology should not be inserted into 
education without acknowledging that “it is woven into social 
systems and pro cesses” and recognizing that “from a policy 
standpoint, the goal of bringing technology to marginalized 
groups is not merely to overcome a technological divide but in-
stead to further a pro cess of social inclusion” (47).

The lit er a ture on distance and online education is replete 
with recommendations on ways to improve it, ranging from 
recognizing that some students may be more  adept at online 
learning than  others (e.g., Zhao, Lei, Yan, Lai, and Tan 2005) 
to fostering social interactions between students and instruc-
tors (Bawa 2016). Perhaps the major lesson  here, however, is 
that a variety of  factors play into success in online learning 
and that access alone is not sufficient to ensure that online 
learners  will be successful. A social justice orientation  requires 



56   LEARNING ONLINE

that educators, researchers, and institutions identify and peel 
away the multitude of barriers that can impact success in 
online learning.

•••
• While some research shows that student per for mance in 

online courses is generally poorer than in- person courses, 
other research indicates that students who take some 
courses online may complete their degrees at higher rates 
than if they  were solely taking face- to- face courses. Why?
0 It may be easier to enroll in online courses.
0 Online courses may be more flexible and 

accommodating.
• Greater access to online learning though has not elimi-

nated inequities—it might even exacerbate them.
• Digital divides reflect structural inequities and may (1) help 

explain disparities in educational outcomes, and (2) illu-
minate why techno- deterministic approaches may be 
inadequate in bridging gaps between diff er ent groups of 
learners.
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