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In multiple conversations at multiple institutions over the 
years, I have heard educated, passionate, and good- willed 
 people talk with excitement about the number of students par-
ticipating in online and distance courses. More than a million 
students in Canada. More than 100,000 in the early massive 
open online courses (MOOCs), more than 20,000 in recent 
ones. More than 200 enrolled in a for- credit foundations 
course at a local university. Nearly two million online  learners 
at one of the world’s well- known open and mega  university. 
While such figures are impressive, an enthusiastic and all- 
consuming focus on the numbers can lead us to lose sight of 
Irma, Magda, Hassan, James, and Asma; or of the reasons that 
Anna failed to complete her degree; or Nick and Cassandra 
who  were compelled to enroll in higher education while rais-
ing a  family. Nor is it just our fascination with scale and num-
bers that leads us astray. A variety of common discourses, 
practices, and pressures operate in similar ways to alienate 
us from students and their realities— such as the adoption of 
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business- like language to refer to students as “prospects” or 
financial constraints that move us to prioritize goals like “com-
petitiveness” and “growth” over more community- oriented 
or people- centered goals.

The  future of higher education is at a crucial turning point. 
True, the university as an institution is facing im mense pres-
sures and a myriad of challenges, and vari ous aspects of it are 
badly in need of tweaks, reform, and perhaps bottom-up re-
thinking. Online education, however, is not a panacea, but just 
one aspect of what higher education may look like in the  future. 
To help create that  future, I argue that the  people  involved 
in online education— instructors, researchers,  administrators, 
instructional designers, directors of centers of  teaching and 
learning, policymakers, entrepreneurs, technology develop-
ers, and higher education consultants— need to better under-
stand the needs and experiences of our students. I include 
 myself in this group, and for brevity’s sake I  will refer to this 
group as we throughout the book. We need to understand stu-
dents as  people, as individuals who have agency, desires, mis-
haps, dreams, life- changing accidents; as individuals who face 
the daily minutiae of life; and as  people who may even have 
instructive and insightful ideas about the  future of education. 
The purpose of this book, therefore, is to examine online learn-
ing through the lens of student experience and help us narrow 
our distance from the online students we serve.

To that end, the book is both descriptive and analytical. 
Each of the following chapters focuses on an impor tant or 
noteworthy aspect of online learners’ experiences by ofering, 
first, an  actual or composite story from an online student gath-
ered from my own research and experiences or occasionally 
from other reports, followed by an analy sis of that story that 
also examines and synthesizes some of the existing research 
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on the theme. I was inspired to use this approach  after read-
ing The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat, a book in which 
Dr. Oliver Sacks presented short narratives of patients with 
neurological disorders that enabled him to discuss vari ous as-
pects of neurology. By ofering a deeper understanding and 
appreciation of learner experiences— which Parrish (2005) de-
scribes as the ways learners interact with and respond to con-
tent, activities, instructional methods, instructors, and the 
context within which learning and instruction happen— this 
book is intended to help us learn more about our students 
and uncover ways we can refine and improve online teaching, 
learning, and education.

Online education has a distinctive quality, one that risks 
creating and widening the distance between us and our stu-
dents. That quality is the physical distance that separates us 
from students and requires us to take active steps to build and 
foster our relationship with them. In online learning settings, 
students participate in courses from locations that are usually 
at a distance from the educational institution ofering the 
course, typically through such activities as completing assign-
ments at home, listening to an assigned podcast on a com-
mute, or studying for an exam at a public library. This geo-
graphic dispersal is what advocates of online learning are 
referring to when they claim that online learning can take 
place “anywhere.” In this context, courses may meet in real 
time (synchronous learning) or never meet in real time (asyn-
chronous learning). Some online courses may meet on a reg-
ular and consistent basis much like conventional face- to- face 
courses,  others may have optional scheduled meetings, and 
some may be asynchronous with optional one- on- one tutori-
als. In all  these cases, learners’ experiences take place at a dis-
tance from their instructors and classmates. This may even 
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be true for online courses taken by students enrolled in pre-
dominantly face- to- face institutions, such as an online course 
ofered to allow students from dif er ent majors to fulfill a re-
quirement not ofered by their own department.

By now, online learning has become ordinary and deeply 
embedded in the fabric of global society. In 2013, my primary 
care physician, for instance, praised Khan Acad emy and de-
scribed to me how it had helped his son excel in math, a feat 
his classroom teachers had apparently failed to accomplish. A 
friend of mine recently completed a yearlong painting course 
taught online by an entrepreneurial artist. My students have 
included one who creates online training modules to help Brit-
ish Columbia employees monitor and report on the provin-
cial election pro cess and another who designs short- duration 
online courses for aspiring makeup artists. Recently, several 
of my Facebook friends  were excited and  were full of questions 
about a tennis class that Serena Williams was slated to teach via 
masterclass . com.  Today students can enroll in online courses 
from a seemingly never- ending array of public, private, non-
profit, and for- profit educational institutions and credential 
providers. With online education being taken up in such exten-
sive and diverse ways, it is imperative that educators better 
understand what it is like to be an online learner.

The current list of online education providers includes es-
tablished and emerging institutions and companies that are 
vying for online learners, such as the University of Pennsyl-
vania, the University of British Columbia, the University of 
Wisconsin– Madison, Western Governors’ University, Southern 
New Hampshire University, Open Universities Australia, 
University of Phoenix, FutureLearn, University of the  People, 
and Lynda . com, to name just a few.  Little more than a de cade 
ago, online learning was generally considered a poor cousin of 
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face- to- face learning, as a format engaged in only by lower- tier 
universities or, worse yet, a vehicle for diploma mills. Yet on-
line learning has come to play such a significant role in  today’s 
institutions of higher education that in a survey conducted in 
2018, most Canadian post- secondary institutions reported 
having or developing an online learning strategy (72%) and 
considering online learning very or extremely impor tant 
(68%) to their long- term strategic or academic plan (Canadian 
Digital Learning Association 2019). Recent surveys of US ac-
ademic leaders show similar results, with about 63% report-
ing that they viewed online education as “critical to the long- 
term strategy” of their institution (Allen and Seaman 2016).

My own experiences with online education have also mo-
tivated me to write this book. I’ve had many positive experi-
ences with online learning. I’ve taken online courses as a 
student, my favorite being a statistics course ofered by the 
educational psy chol ogy department at the University of Min-
nesota. Over the past 11 years, I’ve taught a number of online 
courses at the University of Manchester (UK), the University 
of Texas at Austin (USA), and Royal Roads University (Can-
ada). I’ve also extensively researched the topic and helped fac-
ulty and administrators (as well as my own students) launch 
and improve online learning oferings via courses, workshops, 
talks, keynotes, and one- to- one advice. But I’m also a serial 
dropout, having signed up for countless MOOCs but complet-
ing only a handful. In this, I’m not alone. Historically, online 
and distance learning courses have had high dropout rates 
(Peters 1992), and many online learners have reported feelings 
of isolation (Galusha 1997) and unsatisfying and impersonal 
interactions (Vonderwell 2003; Song et  al. 2004; Paechter, 
Maier, and Macher 2010; Lee et al. 2011). My experiences as an 
online learner, online instructor, researcher of online learning, 
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and con sul tant have aforded me a number of insights into on-
line learning that I hope to relay in the pages that follow.

Although the expansion and ordinariness of online learn-
ing have made the field a growing area of interest among re-
searchers who have amassed a large body of knowledge about 
online courses, the  actual lived experiences of online learners 
have remained somewhat elusive. The current lit er a ture pro-
vides a paucity of in- depth, rich descriptions of the diverse 
day- to- day lived experiences of online learners. Although that 
lit er a ture contains many descriptions of learners’ activities 
online, their beliefs about online learning, and their reasons 
for enrolling in or dropping out of online classes,  little research 
has attempted to dig deep into the quotidian experiences of 
learners. The elusive nature of online learners’ experiences is 
a prob lem  because it prevents us from  doing better: from de-
signing more efective online courses, from making evidence- 
informed decisions about online education, and from coming 
to our work with the full sense of empathy that our students 
deserve.

Furthermore, most of what we do know about online learn-
ers and their experiences is scattered in specialist peer- 
reviewed journals and individual studies, which makes it 
difficult for most faculty, administrators, staf, designers, poli-
cymakers, and entrepreneurs to stay up to date and make 
sense of the landscape around online learning. Moreover, few 
empirical studies of online learning ofer reports of students’ 
experiences in their own words, and mass media stories about 
online learning tend to focus on extraordinary rather than rep-
resentative cases. This book, in contrast, is an efort to pro-
vide researchers and prac ti tion ers with an accessible and 
 in- depth synthesis of the diverse experiences of typical on-
line learners. Its goal is to help us better understand what it is 
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like to be an online student and thus to shorten the experi-
ential distance between us and our students.

As suggested above, this efort is guided in large part by my 
hope that by listening to learners, by truly listening to what it 
is like and what it means and requires to be an online learner, 
we can improve teaching and learning. I conduct research to 
improve practice, and I am convinced that by adopting a 
 pedagogical orientation in our research— one of empathy 
and compassion, of listening and caring—we can work with 
 learners to foster empowering, equitable, efective, and truly 
 inspiring learning experiences. I also believe that technol-
ogy, when used in prosocial, critical, and ethical ways, can 
help us design experiences like  these by removing barriers to 
access, connecting us with  others, broadening our perspec-
tives, and equipping us with a variety of tools to solve press-
ing educational prob lems.

But this book is also motivated by my irritation with several 
tendencies in current discourses surrounding digital edu-
cation and online learning— particularly the suggestion that 
teaching and learning can be fully analyzed, understood, en-
gineered, and redesigned simply by capturing, analyzing, and 
drawing inferences from the data that learners leave  behind 
as they roam from one digital activity to the next. While anal-
yses of the data trails of learners’ participation on digital plat-
forms may help us understand how students engage with 
 online learning, such studies focus on users’ activities and 
be hav iors as opposed to their lived experiences and often re-
duce learners to numbers and statistics. Could such studies be 
helpful? Of course. But, the uncritical adoption of such meth-
ods may thus further distance us from, rather than bring us 
closer to, the  actual experiences of our students. Despite such 
claims as “by collecting  every click, homework submission, 
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quiz, and forum note from tens of thousands of students, 
Coursera is a data mine that ofers a new way to study learn-
ing” (May 2012) and that by tracing such data “we can see 
every thing the students do” (Chu 2013),  these vast amounts of 
data clearly represent only part of the activities that actually 
afect a student’s learning. Students might, for instance, also 
print and read a paper offline, call classmates on the phone to 
discuss an assignment, or engage in a variety of actions that 
are invisible to digital learning platforms and tracking. Nor do 
such data capture all the psychological, social, and emotional 
 factors that afect learning. Much of the current lit er a ture on 
online learning thus leaves me yearning to know more about 
the  actual lives and experiences of online students. I fear that 
by making assumptions about such learners without under-
standing  those experiences, we may be designing systems 
that do not necessarily reflect their needs or how their studies 
actually fit into their plans and lives. This is not a call for more 
data or dif er ent kinds of data, such as physiological data, but 
rather a call to use a wider variety of lenses to understand 
learners, online learning, and digital participation.

The result of  these issues— the scattered lit er a ture, the focus 
on big data, the prevalence of algorithmic analy sis of big data, 
and the belief that we can “see” all that students do— creates 
a chasm between the day- to- day realities of the students we 
teach and our professional and social aspirations for online ed-
ucation. My own practice and writing have been admittedly in-
fluenced by my deep belief that understanding learners better 
can help us design education better. As you read the following 
chapters, I hope that you  will come to agree with me.
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