
K R I S T I  O V E R F E LT  &  L E X I  S C H A A R

U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  I D A H O



• Discover the typical characteristics of distance learners 

• Learn about the benefits of online education

• Discuss the barriers unique to distance learners

• Discuss the known success strategies for distance learners and 

advisors  

• Identify the tools that can be beneficial in distance advising

SESSION  OBJECTIVES



ONLINE LEARNERS

• Online students are a large sub-population of higher 

education learners. 

• Retention rates for distance education students are 

estimated to be 15%- 20% lower than face-face 

instruction.  

What can we, as advisors, do to improve the 

experiences and retention rates of online students? 



WHAT IS DISTANCE ADVISING?

Distance advising is described as being able to offer a 

minimum set of core services relating to academic advising 

which assist distance learners in identifying and achieving 

their maximum educational potential.  The institutional 

philosophy of a distance advising support services program 

must be to strive to respond to learner needs rather than the 

learner adjusting to an institution’s established organizational 

structure.  

(NACADA, 1999)



In 2012, more than 7,000,000 students enrolled in at least one online 

class.  It is expected to grow exponentially in the next 10 years. 

In the Noel-Levitz National Online Learners Priorities Report – survey 

of 122,403 students: 

• 80,000 were undergraduate students (66%)

• 36,000 were graduate level (30%)

• 25% in at least one online course 

• 10% taking exclusive online courses

CHARACTERISTICS OF DISTANCE LEARNERS



In the Sloan Consortium study of 1,500 online leaners: 

• 70% were female

• 40% are under the age of 30 (60% over the age of 30)

• 20% are under the age of 25

In the Gravel study of 236 online learners: 

• 79% were female 

• 55.9% of online students were married

• 87.3% were Caucasian

• 38.6% were between the ages of 25-30

• 62.3% were enrolled full-time



CHARACTERISTICS DISCUSSION

Discussion Questions:

1. Is there anything about the characteristics of online learners you 

found to be particularly interesting or surprising?

2. Can you suggest some possible reasons that retention rates of 

online learners is lower that those of in-person learners?

3. Which of these statistics accurately represent online learners at 

your institution?



BENEFITS OF ONLINE EDUCATION 

• Study anytime

• Study anywhere 

• Different learning styles

• Flexibility of work & family commitments

• Workforce training/ability to stay up to date in their current 

field

• Advance their current career

• Degree completion after time away from college

• To make a career change



BARRIERS UNIQUE TO DISTANCE LEARNERS

• Student preparedness 

• Procrastination/Motivation 

• Situational factors

• Feeling disconnected – Feeling isolated 

• Lack of Academic Services/Facilities

• Lack of Academic Advising 

• FERPA



BARRIERS – DISCUSSION 

1. Can you provide examples of specific situations where you 

have seen these barriers (or others) come into play?

2. Name two possible solutions for each of the barriers we listed. 

Describe how you would implement those solutions in the 

advising you currently do with your students. 

BENEFITS - DISCUSSION

1. What are other benefits? 



KNOWN SUCCESS STRATEGIES

1. Include in every call and email a personal greeting that “humanizes” you.

2. Replicate face-face advising wherever possible. 

3. Anticipate students needs.

4. Help students navigate the institutional systems. 

5. Reach out to students via calls and emails.

6. Provide an “anchor” for students.  

7. Hold online office hours.

8. Use a resource portal.  

9. Send ongoing reminders. 

10.Establish Learning Communities. 

NACADA Standards for Advising Distance Education Students states: “Student-advisor interaction needs 

to be “individualized [so that students] become more effective in dealing with concerns that influence 

their pursuit of personal learning goals at a distance and at the time and delivery mode preferred by the 

learner.”  (2010). 



KNOWN SUCCESS STRATEGIES - DISCUSSION

1. Provide examples of and/or feedback regarding ways you 

have implemented any of the known success strategies we 

have outlined.

2. Which of these ten do you think would be easiest for you to 

implement immediately in your organization?

3. What are some possible obstacles to implementing these 

strategies?



THE FUTURE IS NOW



THE TOOLS OF ONLINE ADVISING

To keep up to date with the advances in technology in advising:  follow the 

NACADA Technology in Advising Commission:  

Twitter: #AdvTech or Facebook: “NACADA Technology in Advising”



IMPORTANT TO REMEMBER

While technology is essential, distance advising is not about

technology but rather the meaningful relationships we build with 

the students USING technology. 

“The most important strategy for success with online students is 

to form solid, meaningful connections from orientation to 

graduation and to use these connections to help students feel 

connected to something larger than just the computer, their 

online course, or the school’s Web site.” (Varney, 2009).  



EXAMPLES 

Texas Tech Facebook page:  https://www.facebook.com/ttuadvising

University of Oregon Grade First Aid Blog:  http://gradefirstaid.uoregon.edu/

UNC Academic Advising Twitter:  https://twitter.com/uncadvising

UNR College of Business Advising Blog:  http://www.unr.edu/business/college-

resources/academic-advising

UW-Stevens Point Pinterest Advising Page:  https://www.pinterest.com/uwspsaac/

Texas Tech Wiki:  http://blog.advising.ttu.edu/

Wake Forest eAdvising:  http://advising.wfu.edu/eadvising/

https://www.facebook.com/ttuadvising
http://gradefirstaid.uoregon.edu/
https://twitter.com/uncadvising
http://www.unr.edu/business/college-resources/academic-advising
https://www.pinterest.com/uwspsaac/
http://blog.advising.ttu.edu/
http://advising.wfu.edu/eadvising/
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