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Abstract 
How do students prepare to succeed in an online learning environment?  This research 
project examines the effectiveness of one answer to this question. Cosumnes River 
College offers a course to meet this need, Online Student Success (OSS).  This research 
project examines the effect on success rates for students who enroll in OSS.  Two 
comparisons are made.  One is of online students who have enrolled in OSS compared 
to online students who have not; the other is a comparison between the online 
performance of students before and after their enrollment in OSS. Historical data 
(academic performance, enrollment, and demographic) were collected and analyzed, and 
an online survey of students who enrolled in the class was conducted. 
Results indicate a positive relationship between enrollment in OSS and success rates, 
both in the historical data and in comments from participants.  Students who passed OSS 
were more successful in their online classes than students who did not enroll in OSS.  In 
addition, students who passed OSS were more successful in the online classes they 
enrolled in after taking OSS.  Future implications are discussed, including 
recommendations for future studies that could contribute to the understanding of how to 
increase student success in online education.  These suggestions include broadening the 
sources of historical data to include enrollment and performance in online classes at 
other colleges in the same district and investigating why certain students enroll in this 
class.  A final research suggestion is how to identify the online students who would 
benefit from this class and how to encourage them to take it before they risk poor 
performance and thereby alienate themselves from the increased access to higher 
education offered by online education. 
Keywords: preparation for online learning, study skills 

 
Introduction 
Cosumnes River College is a community college in Sacramento, California.  It is part of the Los Rios 
Community College District and was founded in 1970.  More than 12,000 students attend.  Cosumnes 
River College has offered online classes since the fall of 2001, and the growth of online enrollment has 
been spectacular.  During that first semester enrollment totaled 376; at the spring 2010 first census 
(enrollment at the fourth week of the semester) enrollment totaled 5,289.  That marks a 1,307% increase 
in nine years.  Most of the online classes are taught using eLearning, a district-wide service for integrating 
the Internet with instruction.  During the period of this study, the learning management system at the heart 
of eLearning was Blackboard. 
The district provides server support, and application support for faculty is provided by a distance 
education coordinator.  This is a faculty position created to train fellow faculty how to integrate technology 
with their instruction.  The college lacks a rigid structure for determining online course offerings, though 
before a course can be taught in this modality it must undergo review by the local curriculum committee.  
The allotment of faculty time to online teaching has heretofore been largely a matter of negotiation 
between individual teachers and area managers. 
Typically, faculty in traditional classrooms focus on the content area of their courses and do not teach 
study skills (how to take notes, test taking techniques, etc.).  The same can be said for online instructional 
faculty.  The application support and training provided to instructors includes little provision for how to 
help students succeed in this learning modality, and that consists mostly of orienting students to the 
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learning management system.  Instructors are encouraged to include an orientation in their initial contact 
with students at the beginning of a class, but there is no requirement to do so. 
Initially the college did not provide organized support for online students.  Comments from online faculty 
about the amount of their time that was spent helping students with technical concerns inspired the 
college in fall 2002 to enlist students to provide that support.  The helping students were enrolled in 
computer information science course on how to be computer support technicians.  This lasted for two 
semesters and was abandoned in the summer of 2003 when district management assigned the district's 
full-time help desk staff the role of providing student support.  The help desk answers many questions 
from students and is particularly supportive in the area of access to the learning management system and 
basic technical issues.  However, questions related to class content are directed to instructors.  Only 
instructors can make changes to online content, allow students to resubmit online assignments, or reset 
online test attempts. 
Server support and application support for faculty and students does not address the academic 
preparation for distance education or the study skills necessary to succeed in this learning modality.  One 
of the college's early online instructors created a new course called Online Student Success (OSS), which 
is designed to prepare students for this new environment.  This is a fully online class, and a sample 
syllabus for this course is in appendix A. 
OSS was first offered in fall 2002 and has two main objectives: it prepares students to succeed in the 
online learning environment in general and exposes them to the college's learning management system in 
order to help them become familiar with it.  As with any software program, if Blackboard's "rules of 
engagement" are understood the user will have a more positive experience.  After taking this class, 
students should not have any technical issues or basic access problems with the system in their other 
online courses, as they are supposed to be used to interacting with the system.  It works like an in-depth 
orientation and by the end of the course students use each of the various tools available in Blackboard.  
They use the discussion board to create a community with their fellow learners, use each of the available 
assessment instruments, and explore the different options that instructors have for disseminating content.  
In other online courses that use this system, students who have met this objective will be able to 
concentrate on course content and not be distracted by the novelty, learning curve, and frustration 
involved in learning how to use new software. 
Blackboard is not the only software used to support online education, and so the second objective of the 
course keeps this in mind by teaching students the skills that will help them in any online learning 
environment.  Beyond the basics of where to click and how to log in, the course gives students the study 
skills and engenders an appreciation for the challenges unique to this milieu.  This includes topics like 
working in groups on a project where their fellow learners are never together in the same location.  
Another topic is netiquette, the conventions and informal rules of electronic communication.  They also 
learn their place in the history of instructional and technological innovation.  To help them balance online 
learning responsibilities with their other duties, they study time management.  By the end of the course, 
students will know the skills and habits necessary to manage effectively an online learning path, and they 
will be able to judge whether they want to continue along that path. 
Because the motivation for this course was to help students with their other online courses, OSS is 
typically offered during the middle of the semester.  It is a one-unit course that lasts six weeks.  
Cosumnes River College currently has an eighteen-week semester, and this class is taught during the 
second-six-week term.  The purpose for scheduling it then is to provide timely help for students who may 
be struggling in concurrent online classes. 
In spring 2004 the college developed its Distance Education Master Plan to provide organization for its 
distance education efforts.  One of the plan's goals is to create the infrastructure to support a fully 
distance education general education degree.  Filling curriculum gaps and schedule planning is a part of 
this goal, but no less important is the provision of services to distance education students.  Though 
training in study skills has long been a part of student services, technology-mediated instruction adds a 
new dimension.  This is especially true for online learning, and part of student services is making sure 
that students are well prepared to succeed in all learning modalities used by the college's instructional 
programs. 
This research was motivated by the questions, “Does OSS fulfill its promise? Does taking this class 
improve the success rate of students in their other online classes?”  This investigation concentrates on 
what happens before those classes begin.  The hypothesis of this project has two parts.  First, the 
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students who take this class will be more successful in online classes than students who have not taken 
the class.  Second, these students will also be more successful in online classes after they have 
succeeded in OSS. 
Literature Review  
A review of the literature finds little focus on student preparation for online learning.  Much of the literature 
on online education in general (not focused on a case study or particular course) is centered on how 
teachers can create a learning environment that engages students and supports active learning.  Some 
authors deal primarily with how technology can be used to enact good teaching.  Horton (2001) discusses 
how Web design principles and interactive tools can be used to make online learning effective.  Others 
start from the teaching side and then move to technological considerations (Chickering and Ehrmann, 
1996; Collison et al., 2000; Elbaum, McIntyre, and Smith, 2002).  These works are focused on the teacher 
and their consideration of students is informed by what online instructors can do to help students within a 
particular course. 
One trend in the literature is to recognize the different role that teachers play in an online course.  New 
names such as “moderator”, “guide,” and “facilitator” are applied to this role, though these works also 
concentrate on the teacher’s part of the online learning discourse.  Palloff and Pratt (2001) argue that the 
most successful online courses are ones that are centered on learners, not faculty.  They extend this 
model to the design of online programs and believe that highlighting the faculty interest, as opposed to 
the students’ interest, may be a reason why online students have lower retention rates than on-campus 
students. 
Some authors provide specific tips on helping students in online classes.  For example, Chute, 
Thompson, and Hancock (1999) encourage instructors to conduct hands-on orientation sessions and set 
up Web pages with frequently asked questions, noting that complete introductions taking place near the 
beginning of a term help establish familiarity with the online learning tools.  They also recommend the 
establishment of a help desk so that students can get technical difficulties resolved quickly. 
Other guides on online program development realize the special needs of students in this modality, but 
their focus is also on technology.  Moore, Winograd, and Langue (2001) include a list of ten benchmarks 
for evaluating online courses.  One is included under the heading “Student Support,” and it encourages 
students to be trained on how to use required technology.  Making the interface seamless for learners is 
recognized as good teaching practice, so students can focus their energies on meeting course learning 
objectives. 
Case studies and those that derive data from student surveys also tend to support technology-related 
tasks or instructional design within courses. Vonderwell and Zachariah (2005) conducted a case study on 
participation, and they found that technology and interface characteristics are the most important factors 
in encouraging quality participation.  In Chee and Warner’s study (2005) technology training was cited as 
significant in promoting student satisfaction. 
Recent studies have added a focus on the attributes shared by students who are successful as online 
learners.  For example, Berenson et al. (2008) found that students’ emotional intelligence, which the 
authors recognized as an intrinsic factor, as a significant direct predictor of grade point average in online 
classes.  Yen and Liu (2009) discovered a similar relationship between course success and learner 
autonomy.  In a case study focused on attendees of an online course in aviation physiology, Artino (2009) 
revealed that the educational goals of students prior to enrollment were linked with their value of and 
satisfaction with that particular course.  These studies focus on what successful online students brought 
with them to the online learning environment. 
The general thrust of student-success literature is that instructional design by professors, technology 
training for students, and identifying the characteristics correlated with student success are key; little 
attention so far has been paid to the effectiveness of focused training in preparation for online learning. 
Methodology 
Two different methodologies were used: a review of historical data as well as data collected via a follow-
up survey.  Each subsection below provides information on both types of research. 
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Definitions 
The following terms are used throughout this report: 
Fully online This is a course that has been approved by the Cosumnes River College Curriculum 

Committee for distance education delivery in the online modality.  There is no college-
wide requirement for on-campus orientations, testing, or other meetings. 

Successful This is a final grade for a course of A, B, C, or CR (credit). 
Unsuccessful This is a final grade for a course of D, F, NC (no credit), I (incomplete), and W 

(withdrawal, which is a student dropping a class after the drop deadline during a 
semester). 

Subjects 
Historical Data 
The subjects of this study are students who enrolled in fully online classes at Cosumnes River College 
from fall 2003 to fall 2005.  This group was divided into four subgroups, each being defined by its 
relationship to Online Student Success (OSS).  Table 1 shows the count of each group: 
 
Table 1: Online Students by Relationship to OSS 
Category Number 
No OSS 5,147 
OSS Successful 78 
OSS Unsuccessful 52 
OSS Drop 45 

 
Students who never enrolled in OSS make up the “No OSS” group.  They are the comparison group for 
the first hypothesis of this project.  Members of "OSS Successful" are the people who enrolled and 
passed OSS.  Those who did not pass OSS comprise "OSS Unsuccessful."  This group is not 
differentiated between the students who completed some of the work and those who did not do any of the 
class assignments.  In other words, a student who enrolled in the class but did not contact the instructor, 
complete any assignments, or attend the orientation did not succeed in the class.  Finally, the "OSS Drop" 
students were enrolled in the class but dropped before the drop deadline and so do not have a transcript 
record of this class.  Like the second group, there is no distinction between students who completed 
some work and those who did none. 
Though some group sizes are small, the demographic comparison revealed in Table 2 is interesting.  The 
percentage of women was higher among the students with a transcript record of OSS, though women 
were a majority of all four groups.  Among all the groups except the OSS Unsuccessful, white students 
constituted the largest ethnic group.  African American students were the largest ethnic group among the 
OSS Unsuccessful. 
All four groups share a similar age distribution, with the largest group being those students who are in the 
traditional college age group (fewer than 25 years old).  The greatest demographic disparity between No 
OSS students and those who have some involvement with the class has to with residence.  For all three 
OSS-related groups, a majority of the students live near campus (within the campus ZIP code or an 
adjacent ZIP code).  For the No OSS students the opposite was true: a minority of them lived nearby.  
This is shown in Table 3. 
The stated educational goals for each group of students appear in Table 4.  For all four groups, an 
academic plan that included a transfer to a four-year college was by far the most commonly identified 
educational goal. The OSS Successful group was more likely to be undecided than the other three 
groups.  
The popularity of transfer is also reflected in the transfer status of the courses selected by students, as 
shown in Tables 5 and 6.  Table 5 presents the number of transfer-level course sections offered during 
the study period. Table 6 shows that three of the four groups enrolled in transfer-level courses at a rate 
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comparable to the rate of sections offered.  Only did the OSS Unsuccessful students not make transfer-
level courses as high a priority. 
  
Table 2: Gender and Ethnicity by Research Group 

 No OSS 
OSS  

Successful 
OSS 

Unsuccessful 
OSS  
Drop 

Demographic N % N % N % N % 
Gender 

   Male 1,976 38% 17 22% 12 22% 17 38% 
   Female 3,145 61% 59 78% 43 78% 28 62% 
   Total 5,121 100% 76 100% 55 100% 45 100% 

Ethnicity 
   African American 604 12% 7 9% 17 31% 13 29% 
   Asian/Pacific Islander 1,136 22% 18 24% 9 16% 9 20% 
   Latino/Hispanic 509 10% 10 13% 6 11% 6 13% 
   White 2,472 48% 37 49% 15 27% 14 31% 
   Other 426 8% 4 5% 8 15% 3 7% 
   Total 5,147 100% 76 100% 55 100% 45 100% 
  

 
Table 3: Age and Residence by Research Group 

 No OSS 
OSS  

Successful 
OSS 

Unsuccessful 
OSS  
Drop 

Age at term 
Because a student’s age at term increases each year, the total number may be greater than the 
number of subjects in each category.
<25 2,396 40% 51 47% 30 42% 29 50% 
25-35 1,777 30% 25 23% 22 31% 17 29% 
36+ 1,754 30% 33 30% 20 28% 12 21% 
Total 5,927 100% 109 100% 72 100% 58 100% 

Residence at term 
Because some students move between or during terms, the total number may be greater than the 
number of subjects in each category.
Near college 

ZIP code that is 
adjacent to or the 
same as the 
college ZIP code 

2,240 43% 49 61% 33 54% 33 67% 

Far from college 3,008 57% 31 39% 28 46% 16 33% 
Total 5,248 100% 80 100% 61 100% 49 100% 
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Table 4: Educational Goal by Research Group (The educational goal must be updated each term, so as 
individual goals change the total number may be greater than the number of subjects in each category.) 

 No OSS 
OSS  

Successful 
OSS 

Unsuccessful 
OSS  
Drop 

  Goal N % N % N % N % 
Acquire new job skills, only 460 8% 3 3% 4 6% 2 4% 
Discover career interests 146 3% 6 6% 1 2% 2 4% 
Earn a vocational certificate 339 6% 1 1% 6 9% 3 5% 
Earn a vocational degree w/o transfer 293 5% 7 7% 3 5% 3 5% 
Earn AA/AS Degree w/o transfer 535 9% 10 10% 6 9% 4 7% 
Educational development 181 3% 5 5%   4 7% 
Improve basic skills 49 1% 1 1%     
Maintain certificate/license 104 2% 1 1% 2 3% 3 5% 
Transfer to 4-year after AA/AS 2,056 36% 35 36% 35 54% 19 35%
Transfer to 4-year w/o AA/AS 679 12% 13 13% 3 5% 9 16%
Undecided on goal 529 9% 15 15% 4 6% 5 9% 
Update job skills, only 272 5% 1 1% 1 2%   

 

Table 5: Transfer Level of Online Course Sections Offered (Courses numbered 300-499 are transfer 
level. Los Rios renumbered its courses in summer 2004, so the enrollment data in this table therefore 
include the fall 2004, spring 2005, and fall 2005 semesters only.) 
Transfer Status of Offered Class N % 
Transfer level 160 65% 
Non transfer level 85 35% 
Total 245 100% 

 
 
Table 6: Transfer Level of Enrollments by Research Group 

 No OSS 
OSS  

Successful 
OSS 

Unsuccessful 
OSS  
Drop 

Transfer Status of Enrolled 
Class 

N % N % N % N % 

Transfer level 5,083 70% 90 66% 44 38% 76 76% 
Non transfer level 2,142 30% 46 34% 71 62% 24 24% 
Total 7,225 100% 136 100% 115 100% 100 100% 

 
A final illustrative comparison relates to the academic departments each group of students enrolled in 
during the study period.  This is shown in Table 7. For all four groups, classes in computer information 
science were selected more often than any other, though the OSS Unsuccessful students were just as 
interested in management. This was also popular with the OSS Successful and OSS Drop groups.  Table 
8 shows the number of online sections offered by department. 
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Table 7: Department of Enrollment by Research Group 

 No OSS 
OSS  

Successful 
OSS 

Unsuccessful 
OSS  
Drop 

Department N % N % N % N % 
Accounting 68 1%       
Agriculture Business 76 1%     2 2% 
Allied Health 647 6% 12 8% 7 10% 2 2% 
Biology 79 1%     1 1% 
Building Inspection Technology 60 1% 1 1% 1 1%   
Business 1,126 11% 8 5% 5 7% 8 8% 
Computer Information Science 4,655 46% 56 36% 19 27% 40 42% 
Communications Media 59 1%       
Economics 249 2%   1 1% 2 2% 
English 191 2% 1 1% 3 4% 1 1% 
Environmental Technology 64 1%       
Geography 48 <1%       
Geology 32 <1%       
Health Education 24 <1%       
Health Information Technology 301 3%     2 2% 
Journalism 73 1%     1 1% 
Math 591 6% 7 5% 7 10% 2 2% 
Management 967 10% 46 30% 19 27% 24 25% 
Marketing 165 2% 2 1% 1 1% 3 3% 
Nutrition 643 6% 22 14% 7 10% 7 7% 
Total 10,118 100% 155 100% 70 100% 95 100%

 
Follow-up Survey 

pleted the follow-up survey represented a subset of the historical data subjects.  All 

ta

The subjects who com
of them had some relationship to OSS, and each possible relationship was represented in this group.  
There were 21 respondents total.  Three of this group were in the OSS Unsuccessful group, four were in 
the OSS Drop group, and 14 were in the OSS Successful group.  Table 9 shows the semester each of the 
students enrolled in OSS. 
 
Procedure 
Historical Da  

ere extracted from the college's application and academic records databases.  The time 
all 2003 through fall 2005 semesters.  All academic records were retrieved for any course 

Historical data w
period was the f
account identified as a fully online class.  This was easy because of the consistency with which our online 
classes have been assigned a code in our student records database.  Enrollment data within those 
courses include the student identification number; that was used to retrieve demographic data from the 
application database.  The college research officer produced a data file for each of the four groups.  
These files were generated in the middle of the fall 2005 semester, so for that term enrollment data were 
included based on the fourth-week census.  Grade data were not included for that term. 
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Table 8: Department of Online Sections Offered 
 

Department N % 
Accounting 1 <1% 
Agriculture Business 6 1% 
Allied Health 13 3% 
Biology 2 <1% 
Building Inspection Technology 2 <1% 
Business 44 9% 
Computer Information Science 173 37% 
Communications Media 2 <1% 
Economics 6 1% 
English 8 2% 
Environmental Technology 4 1% 
Geography 2 <1% 
Geology 1 <1% 
Health Education 1 <1% 
Health Information Technology 4 1% 
Journalism 4 1% 
Math 33 7% 
Management 128 27% 
Marketing 7 1% 
Nutrition 1 6% 
Total 467 100% 

 

Table 9: Survey Respondent Semester of Enrollment in OSS 
 

Semester OSS 
Successful 

OSS 
Unsuccessful 

OSS 
Drop 

Fall 2002 1 1 0 
Spring 2003 2 0 0 
Fall 2003 0 1 1 
Spring 2004 3 0 0 
Fall 2004 4 0 3 
Spring 2005 4 1 0 
Total 14 3 4 

 
Follow-up Survey 
The follow-up survey instrument was administered online using the same learning management system 
(Blackboard) that was used to teach the course.  A course account was created on the system for the 
sole purpose of conducting this research, and all of the students in the OSS Successful, OSS 
Unsuccessful, and OSS Drop groups were enrolled in the course account.  Only one item was in the 
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account, a test with 18 questions.  (A "test" in Blackboard allows the instructor to see how each student 
answered each question, whereas a "survey" is anonymous within the course account. For this project, a 
test was used so that respondents could be placed within their appropriate OSS group for analysis.)  Four 
of the questions were multiple-answer, 11 were multiple choice, and three were open-ended essay 
questions.  The multiple-choice and multiple-answer questions prompted students to provide information 
about the number of online classes they had taken prior to enrolling in OSS, the number since, and where 
they had taken those classes.  The questions also asked students to judge the effectiveness of OSS at 
preparing them for their online learning experiences.  The essay questions gave students an opportunity 
to provide information not covered elsewhere and comments about their experiences in OSS.  The survey 
questions are available in appendix B.  Students were contacted via e-mail, and the class and test were 
available from 17 November 2005 to 9 December 2005. 
Data Analysis 
Historical Data 
The college researcher provided the data files in Microsoft Excel format, so that software was used for the 
analysis.  A pivot table was created to isolate particular characteristics (gender, age, grade, etc.).  As 
each attribute was quantified, it was recorded on the spreadsheet and then Excel was used to create the 
data tables in this report.  The success rate was calculated by summing the number of grades that were 
A, B, C, or CR (credit) and dividing by the total number of grades received. 
Follow-up Survey 
As students completed the online survey, their answers were recorded on the gradebook inside the 
course account.  The instrument was not anonymous, so the student identification number could be used 
to connect a set of answers to the student's performance in OSS and the student's demographic data 
from the historical dataset.  Excel was used to aggregate the answers to multiple-choice and multiple-
answer questions.  The respondents were divided into the three groups of OSS students so their answers 
could be grouped separately.  The answers to essay questions were collated in a text file for review. 
Results 
Historical Data 
The first part of this project's hypothesis concerned the online success rate of students who have taken 
Online Student Success (OSS) compared to the online success rate of other students.  Table 10 shows 
the academic performance data for each group of students and their success rate in online classes from 
fall 2003 to spring 2005.  For students associated with OSS, the data reflect online grades earned 
concurrently with and after their enrollment in OSS.  Compared to students who did not take OSS, the 
OSS Successful students had a higher success rate in their online classes overall.  OSS Unsuccessful 
and OSS Drop students had a lower success rate in their online classes overall. 
 
Table 10: Online Academic Performance by Research Group 
 

 No OSS 
OSS  
Successful 

OSS 
Unsuccessful 

OSS  
Drop 

 N % N % N % N % 
Success 3,814 54% 89 61% 7 13% 22 39% 
Not success 1,956 46% 52 39% 46 87% 34 61% 
Total 5,770 100% 141 100% 53 100% 56 100% 

 
The second hypothesis for this project was that the students who succeeded in OSS would have a higher 
online success rate after taking OSS than they did before enrolling in it.  Table 11 displays the success 
rates for online classes before and after taking OSS for the OSS Successful group.  Though only 11 
students took online classes before and after enrolling in OSS, the improvement in their success rate is 
dramatic. 
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Table 11: Online Academic Performance Before and After Passing OSS (n = 11) 
(Only students who took online classes before and after enrolling in OSS are included in this table.) 
 

 
Successful 

Grades 
Total  

Grades 

Success Rate 
(Successful Grades /  

Total Grades 
Grades before OSS 11 29 38% 
Grades after OSS 

This includes online classes 
taken concurrently with OSS. 

18 23 78% 

 
Follow-up Survey 
Survey respondents from all three OSS groups (OSS Successful, OSS Unsuccessful, OSS Drop) 
expressed appreciation for the additional preparation the course gave them for learning online.  One 
question asked if students agreed that the class helped them to succeed in future online classes.  Among 
the 14 OSS Successful participants, 13 either agreed or strongly agreed.  Interestingly, all three OSS 
Unsuccessful respondents either agreed or strongly agreed with this statement.  Three of the four OSS 
Drop participants either agreed or strongly agreed. 
Other questions were more specific and asked how helpful the class was in preparing students for typical 
tasks in online classes.  All of the OSS Successful participants said the class was very helpful or helpful 
in preparing them to using discussion boards, three of the four OSS Drops felt the same way, and all of 
the OSS Unsuccessful students agreed.  Every respondent said that the class was helpful or very helpful 
in preparing them to take tests online.  Finally, the same reply was given (very helpful or helpful) by 
everyone when asked if the class prepared them to conduct research online. 
The open response questions give students the opportunity to express in their own words some of the 
key findings revealed by the data.  One student said: 

"I would take an online class again because I learned a lot from our OSS class. It gave me the 
confidence to take future online classes." 

Another wrote: 
"I know that if had not taken the OSS course I would have dropped out of all of my online (and other 
distance learning) courses." 

The most succinct response was one to the question that asked how OSS affected their decisions to 
enroll in other online classes: 

"I want all of my classes to be online." 
Detailed survey results are in appendix C 
Summary and Conclusions 
The strongest implication of this study is that students who intend to enroll in an online course should be 
encouraged to take an online student success course.  This study suggests that, if they pass Online 
Student Success (OSS), it is likely they will be more successful in their online course attempts.  This is 
best shown by the dramatic improvement in success rate for those students who took online classes 
before and after taking OSS.  Students who did not take online classes before OSS also show a higher 
online success rate than students who have no enrollment relationship with OSS. 
A second implication for the classroom is that students benefit from preparation for the online learning 
modality.  Survey data from all OSS groups reveal their increased comfort with this environment after 
taking the class, and this testimony corroborates the increased success rates found in the historical data.  
If students feel that OSS prepares them for online learning, it follows that their academic performance will 
be better in online classes. 
However, there are students who are successful online without taking OSS.  They do not need the 
intervention in their online learning skills, so a third implication for the classroom is that OSS should be 
targeted at those students who need it.  The risk is acute for those students who explore online learning 
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because it is the only way they can access higher education.  If they rush in unprepared to this 
environment and do not experience success, they may turn away from this method for meeting their 
educational goals.  One suggestion is to create an assessment tool that will encourage prospective online 
students to take OSS if needed. 
Finally, if the OSS class should be targeted at those students who need help learning online, it would 
benefit from concentrating on developing the skills that make a student successful online.  This classroom 
implication points to the first research implication, and that is to study what makes online students 
successful.  Given the large number of online classes at the college, this project would require the 
involvement of many students and instructors. 
Other implications for future research will help refine the classroom suggestions mentioned.  The 
historical data will be more complete if academic records from other online colleges are included.  Several 
students reported they had taken online classes at other colleges, but their performance in those classes 
was not included in historical data.  It may be difficult to incorporate data from all online colleges, but in a 
multi-campus district that uses one database for its enrollment and academic data it ought to be possible 
to expand the historical data to include records from the other colleges in the district. 
More historical and academic data about students from all four groups will allow additional analysis.  For 
example, the number of units attempted online and in non-online classes would suggest how much of the 
students’ academic effort was engaged in online learning.  (This assumes that a unit of academic credit 
requires the same amount of work regardless of the course.)  This could be combined with their 
performance in non-online classes to explore broader questions about study skills and academic 
preparation.  It also would show how many online students take on-campus classes, which has 
implications for how to provide student services to online learners. 
This additional enrollment data would help analyze an unexpected result from the demographic data: 
OSS students in all three groups are more likely to live near campus.  If OSS students are also more 
likely to take classes on campus, this would beg asking how these students found out about OSS and 
would have potential implications for marketing OSS to the online students who do not live near campus. 
Research implications for the survey include finding a way to get additional responses.  Survey 
participants were more likely to be recent enrollees in OSS.  Asking them to contribute responses soon 
after their OSS enrollment might increase participation, as their e-mail addresses are more likely to be 
current.  In addition, they might be better able to associate their OSS experience with their exploration of 
the online learning modality. 
A final set of research implications comes from this project’s successes and should be repeated in similar 
efforts.  What worked well was giving students a place for open-ended responses on the survey.  It 
provided material to corroborate results of historical data analysis and humanized the presentation of 
results.  Using Microsoft Excel to analyze the historical data also worked well.  The pivot table allowed 
easy compilation of relevant data, and the statistical functions made quick work of counting and 
calculating project numbers.  Finally, the process for conducing the survey should be repeated.  Survey 
data were collected using the same tool (a Blackboard course account) that was used to teach OSS, so 
there was no technical learning curve for respondents. 
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Appendix A: Sample syllabus 
Following is a sample syllabus for the course: 
HCD320 • Online Student Success 
Overview 
This is a course on how to be a successful online student. We are at the cusp of a revolution in communication 
spawned by the Internet, and it has fundamentally changed many of the ways in which we work and play. Higher 
education is also affected by that revolution. The World Wide Web has unchained instruction, freed it from its 
temporal and spatial shackles, and created a world where learning can take place anytime and anywhere. 
By the end of this course you will understand how to succeed as a student in an online learning environment. This 
understanding will be informed by our use of the various tools provided by the Blackboard software program, which is 
the preferred system for online course delivery in the Los Rios Community College District. We will also take a look at 
the issue of netiquette, or how to communicate in a professional and polite manner in the informal world of easy 
electronic exchange. Finally, you will learn some tips on how to be a smart surfer and effective in your Internet 
searching strategies. 
This is an online class, and we will never meet in person as a group. However, course material will be available for 
you to access at your convenience, and you will be able to complete assignments from any computer that has an 
Internet connection. You can also make arrangements to meet with me in person. 
I expect a great class with you. We have some exciting material to cover, and I am looking forward to our time 
together. This course will reward every effort you put into it, and I am here to be your tour guide as we travel together 
along the information superhighway. 
Requirements 
Reading 
There is no required text for this class. All reading will be online 
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Internet Access 
Since all learning and interactions will take place online, Internet access is essential for this class. If you do not have 
Internet access at home or from work, you can use the Business Computer Lab on the CRC campus. Any computer 
that has an Internet connection will allow you to complete your assignments, so you may use a computer at a public 
library. 
E-mail 
I also expect you to have an e-mail address. This will facilitate communication among us. If you do not have an e-mail 
address, CRC offers a free e-mail service to its students. For more information, visit the CRC homepage and choose 
"Student E-mail" from the "Quick links" menu. You can expect me to reply to any e-mails you send within one or two 
business days. 
Assignments 
I want to do everything I can to help you be a successful student in this and every class you take. On the class Web 
page is a statement about academic integrity. Please read this; it is an important issue in the classroom and 
something we should all take seriously. 
This class is offered on a credit/no credit basis only. Your success in this class is based on completion of course 
assignments. You must complete each assignment to earn a passing grade. I will post complete instructions and my 
expectations for each assignment on the class website. 
 
The following are among the assignments typical for this class: 

• Send e-mail with attached file to instructor 
• Use Assignment Manager to submit an assignment to instructor 
• Use Virtual Classroom to chat with classmates and/or instructor 
• Create personal Web page for display on class roster 
• Complete group assignment 
• Complete Internet research assignment 
• Make a thoughtful contribution discussion on the following subjects: 
• introduction 
• netiquette 
• issues in online education 
• Complete surveys and quizzes as assigned 
 

Method 
For each lesson I will post an article or presentation online. The lesson will include an assignment with instructions. 
Assignments will be available and due at various times during the course. I expect you to visit the class site on a 
regular basis to participate in discussion and your group project. 
Calendar 
This is not a self-paced class. Some assignments will have certain due dates, and they must be completed on time. 
All course work must be completed within the standard six-week calendar. All dates will be posted on the course 
syllabus. 
Final Notes 

• All students in this class must be officially registered. 
• If you have need of special educational services, contact me via e-mail. Together we can work out any 

necessary accommodations. 
 
A
Within the course account that I

ppendix B: Survey Questions 
 created for this project to collect survey responses, the following information 

tudent Success Research Survey 

a tool to collect feedback regarding your experiences as an online student. Specifically, this survey 

appeared. Students saw the name and description before they began the survey; the instructions appeared on the 
same page as the questions: 
Name 
Online S
Description 
This survey is 
asks questions about the Online Student Success (OSS) course in which you enrolled. It will be available until 
December 9. Your responses will be used in aggregate only, and no personally identifiable information will be 
released. You may contact me directly with any questions, concerns, or to receive a copy of the study results. 
[author’s contact information] 
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Instructions 
Thank you for completing this assessment. For this project an ONLINE class is one that meets face to face no more 
than a few times during the semester (e.g., for an orientation, a midterm, and a final exam). OSS refers to our class 
together, Skills for Online Student Success. If any questions do not apply, do not answer them. 
1. How many ONLINE classes did you take before you enrolled in our OSS class?  

(multiple choice: None • 1-2 • 3-4 • More than 4) 
2. If you enrolled in ONLINE classes prior to enrolling in our OSS class, in what subject areas were they? Check all 

that apply. (Skip this if you did not take any classes prior to enrolling in our OSS class.)  
(multiple answer) 
• Biology 
• Business, Management, Marketing 
• Computer Science 
• English 
• Environmental Technology 
• Health Sciences (Allied Health, Health Information Technology) 
• Math 
• Nutrition 
• Social Sciences (Economics, Geography) 
• Work Experience 
• Area not listed 

3. Where did you take these ONLINE classes? Check all that apply.  
(multiple answer) 
• I did not take any online classes before taking our OSS class 
• Cosumnes River College 
• Other Los Rios college (ARC, FLC, SCC) 
• Another California community college 
• A public four-year college in California (CSU or UC) 
• A public four-year college outside California 
• A private institution (e.g., University of Phoenix, Capella University) 
• Other 

4. How many ONLINE classes have you taken since you enrolled in our OSS class?  
(multiple choice: None • 1-2 • 3-4 • More than 4) 

5. If you have enrolled in ONLINE classes since enrolling in our OSS class, in what subject areas were they? 
Check all that apply.  
(multiple answer) 
• Biology 
• Business, Management, Marketing 
• Computer Science 
• English 
• Environmental Technology 
• Health Sciences (Allied Health, Health Information Technology) 
• Math 
• Nutrition 
• Social Sciences (Economics, Geography) 
• Work Experience 
• Area not listed 

6. Where did you take these ONLINE classes? Check all that apply.  
(multiple answer) 
• I have not take any online classes since taking our OSS class 
• Cosumnes River College 
• Other Los Rios college (ARC, FLC, SCC) 
• Another California community college outside of the Los Rios district 
• A public four-year college in California (CSU or UC) 
• A public four-year college outside California 
• A private institution 
• Other 

7. Please indicate your level of agreement with this statement: Our OSS class provided me with enough information 
about the demands of ONLINE classes.  
(multiple choice: Strongly Agree • Agree • Disagree • Strongly Disagree • No opinion) 
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8. Please indicate your level of agreement with this statement: In general, taking our OSS class helped prepare me 
to succeed in future ONLINE classes.  
(multiple choice: Strongly Agree • Agree • Disagree • Strongly Disagree • No opinion) 

9. How helpful was our OSS class in preparing you for future ONLINE coursework in regards to accessing the 
syllabus and other course-related materials?  
(multiple choice: Very Helpful • Somewhat Helpful • Not at all Helpful • Not Applicable) 

10. How helpful was our OSS class in preparing you for future ONLINE coursework in regards to reading and 
understanding class lectures and presentations?  
(multiple choice: Very Helpful • Somewhat Helpful • Not at all Helpful • Not Applicable) 

11. How helpful was our OSS class in preparing you for future ONLINE coursework in regards to using discussion 
boards?  
(multiple choice: Very Helpful • Somewhat Helpful • Not at all Helpful • Not Applicable) 

12. How helpful was our OSS class in preparing you for future ONLINE coursework in regards to using chat rooms?  
(multiple choice: Very Helpful • Somewhat Helpful • Not at all Helpful • Not Applicable) 

13. How helpful was our OSS class in preparing you for future ONLINE coursework in regards to completing group 
assignments?  
(multiple choice: Very Helpful • Somewhat Helpful • Not at all Helpful • Not Applicable) 

14. How helpful was our OSS class in preparing you for future ONLINE coursework in regards to taking tests online?  
(multiple choice: Very Helpful • Somewhat Helpful • Not at all Helpful • Not Applicable) 

15. How helpful was our OSS class in preparing you for future ONLINE coursework in regards to conducting 
research online? 
(multiple choice: Very Helpful • Somewhat Helpful • Not at all Helpful • Not Applicable) 

16. How did taking our OSS course affect your future decisions to enroll in ONLINE courses?  
(essay) 

17. What was the most helpful part of our OSS class?  
(essay) 

18. What could be improved in our OSS class? 
(essay) 

 
  
 

 Appendix C: Survey Results 

1. How many ONLINE classes did you take before you enrolled in our OSS class? 

 
ccessful OSS DropOSS Successful OSS Unsu

N = 14 N = 3 N = 4 

None 7 1 2 

1-2 6 2 1 

3-4 0 0 0 

More than 4 1 0 1 

2. olled in ONLINE classes prior to lling in our OSS class, in what subject areas re they? If you enr enro we
Check all that apply. 

 OSS Successful OSS Unsuccessful OSS Drop
N = 12 N = 5 N = 5 

Biology 0 0 1 

Business, 
nt, Manageme

Marketing 

1 1 0 

Computer Science 5 2 1 

English 0 0 0 

E ental nvironm
Technology 

0 0 1 

H s 

ion 

2 1 0 ealth Science
(Allied Health, 
Health Informat
Technology) 
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Math 0 0 0 

Nutrition 1 1 0 

Social Sciences 
(Economics, 
Geography) 

0 0 0 

W e 1 0 1 ork Experienc

Area not listed 2 0 1 

No answer 7 1 1 

3. Where did you take these ONLINE classes? eck all that apply.  Ch

 OSS Successful 
N = 14 

OSS Unsuccessful OSS Drop
N = 3 N = 6 

I did not take any online classes before 
taking our OSS class 

5 3 0 

C  6 0 2 osumnes River College

Other Los Rios college (ARC, FLC, SCC) 2 0 2 

Another California community college 0 0 1 

A public four-year college in California (CSU 
or UC) 

1 0 0 

A ur-year college outside California 0 0 0  public fo

A private institution (e.g., University of 
Phoenix, Capella University) 

0 0 0 

Other 0 0 0 

No answer 2 0 1 

 

4. How many ONLINE classes did you take before you enrolled in our OSS class? 

 

 

cessful OSS OSS Successful OSS Unsuc
N = 14 N = 3 Drop 

N = 4 

None 3 0 1 

1-2 5 2 0 

3-4 2 0 1 

More than 4 4 1 2 

5 e enrolled in ONLINE classes si e enrolling in our OSS ass, in what subject areas were . If you hav nc  cl
they? Check all that apply. 

 

OSS Successful OSS Unsuccessful OSS 
N = 19 N = 5 Drop 

N = 7 

Biology 0 0 1 

Business, 
nt, Manageme

Marketing 

1 2 0 

Computer Science 8 2 2 

English 2 1 1 

E ental nvironm
Technology 

0 0 0 

H s 

ion 

0 0 0 ealth Science
(Allied Health, 
Health Informat



MERLOT Journal of Online Learning and Teaching                                                  Vol.  6, No. 1, March 2010  

 

105 

Technology) 

Math 2 0 0 

Nutrition 1 0 1 

Social Sciences 
(Economics, 
Geography) 

0 0 0 

W e 1 0 1 ork Experienc

Area not listed 4 0 1 

No answer 2 0 0 

6. Where did you take these ONLINE classes heck all that apply. ? C

 OSS Successful 
N = 17 

OSS Unsuccessful OSS 
N = 4 Drop 

N = 6 

I did not take any online classes before 1 0 
taking our OSS class 

0 

C  10 3 3 osumnes River College

Other Los Rios college (ARC, FLC, SCC) 6 1 2 

Another California community college 0 0 1 

A public four-year college in California (CSU 
or UC) 

0 0 0 

A ur-year college outside California 0 0 0  public fo

A private institution (e.g., University of 
Phoenix, Capella University) 

0 0 0 

Other 0 0 0 

No answer 1 0 0 

 

7. Please indicate your level of agreement with this statement: Our OSS class provided me with enough 

 

information about the demands of ONLINE classes. 

 

cessful OSS Unsuccessful OSS OSS Suc
N = 14 N = 3 Drop 

N = 4 

Strongly Agree 7 2 3 

Agree 7 1 0 

Disagree 0 0 1 

Strongly Disagree 0 0 0 

No opinion 0 0 0 

8 ate your level of agreement w  this statement: In gen taking our OSS cla lped . Please indic ith eral, ss he
prepare me to succeed in future ONLINE classes. 

 

ccessful OSS Unsuccessful OSS OSS Su
N = 14 N = 3 Drop 

N = 4 

Strongly Agree 7 2 2 

Agree 6 1 1 

Disagree 1 0 1 

Strongly Disagree 0 0 0 

No opinion 0 0 0 

9 was our OSS class in preparin or future ONLINE coursework in regards to accessing . How helpful g you f
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the syllabus and other course-related materials? 

 

uccessful OSS Unsuccessful OSS OSS S
N = 14 N = 3 Drop 

N = 4 

Very Helpful 10 2 2 

Somewhat Helpful 4 1 2 

Not at all Helpful 0 0 0 

Not Applicable 0 0 0 

1 was our OSS class in prepar  you for future ONLINE coursework in regards to reading 0. How helpful ing
and understanding class lectures and presentations? 

 

essful OSS Unsuccessful OSS OSS Succ
N = 14 N = 3 Drop 

N = 4 

Very Helpful 10 1 2 

Somewhat Helpful 3 2 2 

Not at all Helpful 1 0 0 

Not Applicable 0 0 0 

1  was our OSS class in prepa  you for future ONLINE coursework in regards to using 1. How helpful ring
discussion boards? 

 

OSS Successful OSS Unsuccessful OSS 
N = 14 N = 3 Drop 

N = 4 

Very Helpful 11 2 2 

Somewhat Helpful 3 1 1 

Not at all Helpful 0 0 1 

Not Applicable 0 0 0 

 

12. How helpful was our OSS class in preparing you for future ONLINE coursework in regards to using chat 

 

rooms?. 

 

OSS Successful OSS Unsuccessful OSS 
N = 12 N = 3 Drop 

N = 2 

Very Helpful 6 1 2 

Somewhat Helpful 4 2 0 

Not at all Helpful 2 0 0 

Not Applicable 0 0 0 

No answer 2 0 2 

1 l was our OSS class in preparin u for future ONLINE coursework in regards to completing 3. How helpfu g yo
group assignments? 

 

OSS Successful OSS Unsuccessful OSS 
N = 12 N = 3 Drop 

N = 2 

Very Helpful 8 1 2 

Somewhat Helpful 3 2 0 

Not at all Helpful 1 0 0 

Not Applicable 0 0 0 

No answer 2 0 2 



MERLOT Journal of Online Learning and Teaching                                                  Vol.  6, No. 1, March 2010  

 

107 

1 ful was our OSS class in preparin ou for future ONLINE coursework in regards to taking tests 4. How help g y
online? 

 

OSS Successful OSS Unsuccessful OSS 
N = 13 N = 3 Drop 

N = 4 

Very Helpful 9 1 3 

Somewhat Helpful 4 2 1 

Not at all Helpful 0 0 0 

Not Applicable 0 0 0 

No answer 1 0 0 

1 l was our OSS class in preparin ou for future ONLINE coursework in regards to conducting 5. How helpfu g y
research online? 

 

OSS Successful OSS Unsuccessful OSS 
N = 12 N = 3 Drop 

N = 3 

Very Helpful 8 1 2 

Somewhat Helpful 4 2 1 

Not at all Helpful 0 0 0 

Not Applicable 0 0 0 

No answer 2 0 1 

 
16. How did taking our OSS course affect your future decisions to enroll in ONLINE courses? 

 good experience. Convenient to meet personal schedule. I encourage other students 

ready knew how to 

ing in OSS. The OSS 

lasses to be online. 

cause I learned a lot from our OSS class. It gave me the confidence to 

e taking on-line [sic] classes. 

nline classes. 

ill take more. 
cially when not in person =/ 

f the 

OSS Successful (N = 12) 
• Confident it would be a

to try an online course. I think online courses are a little more work. They require closer attention to 
absorbing and understanding material. Could be my audio learning style is best in a classroom. But an 
online visual approach is very workable. Instructors are good at making the format work. 

• I did not take the class to learn how to take an online class. I took it for extra units. I al
take an online class so it did not affect my decisions in taking future online classes. 

• I had already made the decision that I wanted to take online classes before enroll
course gave me the confidence, and the knowledge (about the technology) that I needed to successfully 
take online classes. The only I really wasn't prepared for was how the online classes are just as if not harder 
than traditional classes. That was not the fault of the OSS, but my own mind not wanting to believe it. I know 
that if I had not have taken the OSS course I would have dropped out of all of my online (and other distance 
learning) courses. The class in my opinion, should be a required prerequisite. for all students trying to take 
online classes. 

• I want all of my c

• I would take an online class again be
take future online classes. 

• It encouraged me to continu

• It gave me the confidence and skills to succeed in future o

• It gave me the confidence to enroll in other online classes. 

• It made me not so nervous to take online classes and so I w
• Reminded me that its difficult to rely on others for group assignments, espe
• Taking the OSS course made me much more aware of how important the "online personality" o

instructor is (i.e., his/her degree of organization, technical skills, creativity, decisions regarding makeup and 
processes of groups, follow through and flow of assignments, and timeliness of individual contact with 
students). 
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• The OSS course was what I needed to educate myself in an on-line [sic] environment. Because of my busy 
work schedule, I was still able to continue my education This class prepared me for another avenue of 
education 

• No answer = 2 
OSS Unsuccessful (N = 3) 
• I love online classes... for the last semester or so I have taken mostly online classes... 
• It didn't affect me I think it helped me get prepared for future on line classes. 
• It didn't, I just took the course to see how the whole blackboard worked. I have been taking on-line [sic] 

classes for a while before. I just wanted to make sure that I did actually understand everything. 
OSS Drop (N = 2) 
• I will continue to take online classes . I wish that every subject area was offered online. 
• It helped me know how to navigate through black board so I became more confident with future classes 

online. 
• No answer = 2 

17. What was the most helpful part of our OSS class? 
OSS Successful (N = 11) 
• I think the most helpful part of the class was I was able to communicate with the instructor. 
• It was helpful that the class was so easy and not a lot of work. The most helpful part would have been not 

having to drive to the actual campus to take the tests and deliver the homework. 
• Learning about the Blackboard, breaking into the "new technology" of it. I'm an "older" student. I learned how 

to send an attachment on email [sic]. Learning how to participate in the discussion/chat room. 
• Learning the technology, and then applying the skills to a real assignment. 
• Learning to work online in a classroom setting was the most helpful part of our OSS class for me. The group 

assignments were helpful because it was the first time I had ever interacted with other people online. It 
forced me to open up and communicate with people on the message boards and chat rooms. 

• On-line [sic]. I could complete the class on my schedule, of course within class time constraints. 
• Participating in the group assignment because we had to communicate through the discussion board. We all 

got give our input. 
• Teacher checking boards and messages FREQUENTLY. 
• The chance to become very familiar with blackboard features, discussion boards, search techniques, 

creating and submitting assignments, and taking tests online. 
• The discussion board was the most helpful to me. 
• The group work was especially good. (as were the aspects I mentioned in the previous question) 
• No answer = 3 
OSS Unsuccessful (N = 3) 
• Everything, It helped me better understand on line classes for the future classes 
• Getting use to the blackboard system... 
• The group project, first time I did that. 
OSS Unsuccessful (N = 2) 
• All was helpful. I enjoyed the group assignments. It helped the class get familiar with working together as a 

group, collaborating information on the topics. 
• Explanation of how blackboard works for submitting assignments and cyber chat for questions. 
• No answer = 2 

18. What could be improved in our OSS class? 
OSS Successful (N = 10) 
• Don't recall any weakness. It's been a while. Prof. [author] was excellent. 
• Everyone in our group assignment did not participate in our group project. Not sure how you would change 

it, but that's the only area I can think of that may need adjustment. Other than that, it was a great class. 
• I can not think of anything that needs improvement. It was a very helpful and thorough class. 
• I can't think of anything. The course was excellent from beginning to end. 
• I do not know. 
• none 
• Nothing . 
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• Nothing. It was awesome. 
• Nothing..umm...well... maybe make the class a little bit longer and maybe add a section on computer trouble 

shooting. The blackboard has glitches a lot during the semester. 
• Thorough explanation of assignments and activities to get involved more on message boards. 
• No answer = 4 
OSS Unsuccessful (N = 3) 
• Don't really have any suggestions. Seems fine right now. 
• More lectures notes. 
• nothing... 
OSS Unsuccessful (N = 2) 
• Having more group assignments rather than discussion boards. 
• Offer it in more time slots; as in; all 3 of the 6 week terms so that more students have the option of 

enrollment. I would also help if spell check was available in the.  questions. Sorry about any missed typo's. I 
thing I fixed most of them. 

• No answer = 2 
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