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Abstract 

 The Maximizing Online Readiness and Excellence (M.O.R.E.) program was developed at 

a two-year technical college in Columbia, SC, in response to national trends highlighting the 

underperformance of students enrolled in online courses compared to their in-person 

counterparts. Implementation of a three-pronged intervention approach focused on student 

preparation, faculty preparation and enhanced online student support. Results from the first full 

year of implementation show an overall increase in student success in four of the six courses 

targeted for analysis. Results also show an overall decrease in student withdrawal rates in five of 

the six targeted gateway courses. The report below outlines the work of the M.O.R.E. program 

and provides insight into the efficacy of the three main interventions developed as part of this 

project.  
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Introduction 

 Reports outlining trends in online learning have shown a consistent increase in the 

number of students who have decided to take online courses as part of their postsecondary 

degree over recent years. The National Center for Education Statistics noted that more than 6.5 

million students enrolled in at least one online undergraduate course in 2018, compared to just 

over 3 million students only 10 years prior in 2008 (Digest of Education Statistics, 2019). This 

trend in online courses has permeated instruction not only in major four-year universities but in 

two-year institutions as well. Community college students have been reported to be more likely 

to have taken online courses as part of their studies than their four-year counterparts and to have 

preferred online courses nearly twice as much as students at four-year institutions (Gierdowski, 

2019). This is likely due to the flexibility that online learning provides community college 

students which often have a vastly different demographic makeup that students attending four-

year institutions. One report notes that 82% of community college students hold jobs while 

taking classes while 24% of these students are both enrolled full time and work full time 

(Gierdowski, 2019). Busy schedules such as this can make it difficult for students to organize the 

merits of an education while balancing their work life. Online courses can provide the 

opportunity for community college students to take classes that are more accommodating to their 



schedules and can allow them to achieve both the goal of an education and a job at the same time 

(Magda et al., 2020). In addition to the traditional rationale behind a rise the rise in online 

courses, the recent outbreak of a global COVID-19 pandemic has pushed many traditionally 

face-to-face courses online and has led to increased virtual learning in both two and four year 

institutions alike (Rapanta et al., 2020). This outbreak forced the majority of all undergraduate 

classrooms to switch to some level on online instruction, even though many students and faculty 

members reported that they did not feel prepared for this sudden transition (Garris & Fleck, 

2020).  

 With this recent rise in online education, it is imperative that educators focus on the 

quality of these courses and the success of students who choose to participate in them. Research 

has shown that students who participate in online courses show lower achievement levels than 

those that participate in courses that are conducted face-to-face (Francis et al., 2019). This 

outcome was even more pronounced when the learners in these online courses were adults, a 

demographic that is traditionally higher in community college settings (Francis et al., 2019; 

Ornelles et al., 2019). Likewise, community college students are not as successful in online 

courses as they are in face-to-face courses with community college students reporting a higher 

DWF percentage than their four-year counterparts (Xu & Jaggars, 2011, 2013, 2013). This has 

resulted in a negative correlation between students who participate in online courses and their 

ability to graduate (Huntington-Klein et al., 2017). This is especially true in community colleges 

when online courses occupy at least 40% of a student’s total course load (Shea & Bidjerano, 

2018). The underlying force behind the decreased achievement in students enrolled in online 

courses is not one that can be pinpointed to only one route cause. Results of the 2016 

Instructional Technology Council (ITC) survey show the three major challenges reported in 

online learning student readiness, faculty training and online course design (Lokken & Slimp, 

2017). As part of this research, we present aspects of online learning that aim to address each of 

these challenges. 

Online Student Readiness 

 In regard to student readiness for online courses, what it means to actually be “ready” can 

differ widely based on both the setting and the context of the course. Broadly defined,  this can 

include aspects of learning ranging from time management, motivation and familiarity with 

technology to self-efficacy and an overall level of preparedness to do college-level work (Doe et 



al., 2017; Travers, 2016). Liu and Roberts-Kay (2016) sum up these factors in their definition 

describing online student readiness as a, “cognitive awareness and maturity that a student 

develops for successful learning in a Web-based environment.” (p. 3). Using a variety of 

assessment measures, recent research has correlated student readiness to both their success in and 

their overall satisfaction with online courses (Cigdem & Ozturk, 2016; Mosa et al., 2016; Wei & 

Chou, 2020; Yilmaz, 2017). As the implementation of online continues to grow in institutes of 

higher learning worldwide, findings such as these place an added emphasis on making sure that 

students are prepared both from a technological and a psychosocial perspective for their online 

courses.   

 To address this need for assuring that students are prepared for online courses, many 

institutions have begun implementing online student readiness orientation courses for students 

who are enrolled in online classes (Chan, 2017; Liu & Adams, 2017). Numerous reports on the 

implementation of these readiness courses have shown positive outcomes in both student 

achievement as well as many social aspects of the learning process (Abdous, 2019; Chan, 2017; 

Liu & Adams, 2017; Liu & Roberts-Kaye, 2016; White, 2018). One such study using the 

commonly used Student Readiness for Online learning (SROL) measure to evaluate the effect of 

an online learning orientation courses noted an significant improvement in nineteen of the 

possible twenty attributes of online learning following online student orientation, with only one 

item, “I feel comfortable with computers”, not improving significantly  (Liu, 2019). While the 

design and implementation of these online readiness orientation courses can differ from 

institution to institution, it has been noted that the successful ones tend to present material in a 

scaffolded manner as to reach multiple levels of learners and to have a major emphasis on the 

technical competencies and time management skills needed to succeed in an online course (Liu 

& Adams, 2017; Martin et al., 2020). Moving forward, it will be important to continue to 

investigate the both the efficacy and the implementation of online student orientation courses in 

order to maximize the outcomes and success of the increasing numbers of students enrolling in 

online courses.  

Online Student Support 

 While preparation and a solid understanding of what online learning entails is clearly 

advantageous in the quest for success in online coursework, it is definitely not the only aspect of 

the learning process that is necessary. Research has noted that student retention and progression 



in both online and in-person courses is a complex array of many factors including institutional 

aspects such as advisement and tutoring as well as personal contributors such as economic and 

social dynamics (Baxter, 2012). With such a variety of correlating factors contributing to student 

success it is increasing important to approach learning in a manner that not only meets their 

needs on a content level but holistically in a way that accommodates the needs of the entire 

student experience (Bailey & Brown, 2016; Sundy, 2020). Research on the individual 

contribution of tutoring (Arco-Tirado et al., 2020; Moore, 2017; Reinheimer & McKenzie, 

2011), library access (Scoulas & Groote, 2019; Soria et al., 2013), academic advisement (Harris, 

2018; Steele, 2018) and technical support systems (Angelino et al., 2007; Lieblein, 2000) to 

academic success has been noted throughout the literature in a variety of different settings. 

However, one key factor that cannot be overlook in the formation of an effective support 

structure is the collaboration between each of the individual parts that make up the entirety of the 

system. To truly reach students on the holistic level needed to propagate their success, it is 

important that institutions avoid taking a patchwork approach and instead ensure that 

instructional support services be both intentional and carefully orchestrated (Brown et al., 2015) 

 Even with increased access to support systems, in a purely online environment it is often 

difficult to assure that students take full advantage of the opportunities that are provided for 

them. With online learning it can often become easier for students to become more disconnected 

from their peers and their institution and they can often adopt a “lone wolf” mentality where they 

operate with the very minimum of interaction with some of the core support systems (Brown et 

al., 2015; Sundy, 2020). To combat this, research has reported on the merits of an early warning 

system (EWS) that monitors the progress of students in order to assure that they are achieving at 

high enough levels to maintain their educational goals (Foster & Siddle, 2019; Jokhan et al., 

2019). These systems work to steer students in the direction of support systems that they may not 

be aware of and can help to foster an improved learning experience (Foster & Siddle, 2019). In 

order to function efficiently, early warning systems will again rely greatly on the integration and 

correlation of each aspect of student support in order to ensure that students are getting exactly 

what they need and when they need it. This added guidance can be key in assuring that students 

are not only active in the learning process but in the college experience as a whole as well, 

forming more a more well-rounded and integrated student body.  

Online Faculty Support 



 While both online student readiness and support are both clearly vital key in student 

success in online courses, proper training and support of online faculty cannot be overlooked. As 

the growth of online learning has blossomed, the role of the instruction has increasingly evolved 

from solely teaching the material to assuming much more involved role with attributes of 

multimedia production, instructional innovation and technical expertise (Tanis, 2020). This 

change requires proper training and professional development in order for instructors to not only 

navigate the technical aspects of online learning but to ensure that their students succeed in the 

course content. In the community college environment, this kind of training has been 

considerably lacking due to a push to increase online courses in an attempt to meet the needs of 

their non-traditional students (Lokken & Slimp, 2017). Many online faculty today express that 

they prefer face-to-face instruction compared to online courses and cite that online teaching 

requires an disproportionate increase in their work load as well as a disconnect between 

themselves and their students (Luongo, 2018; Wingo et al., 2017). Likewise, many online faculty 

also express difficulties in understanding the technology associated with online learning and 

often struggle with maximizing the usage of their learning management system (Rhode et al., 

2017; Wingo et al., 2017). To combat this, many institutions have begun to focus on in depth 

training and professional development for their online faculty. One method of professional 

development delivery that has become increasingly popular is the formation of faculty learning 

communities that are specifically geared towards online instructors. These communities typically 

include guidance in technology, online engagement, online learning pedagogy and can often 

serve as a place for discussion on issues that may arise in the online classroom. Research on 

these communities have reported an overall increase in course satisfaction, a better 

understanding of online technology and have noted that participants are more likely prefer to stay 

with online instruction (Corrales et al., 2020; Dancy et al., 2019; Mohr & Shelton, 2017). With 

reports on such successes, there is added emphasis that is added to ensure that faculty feel 

adequately trained and supported in their online course.  

The M.O.R.E Program 

 The Maximizing Online Readiness and Excellence (M.O.R.E) program was developed 

and launched by Midlands Technical College in Columbia, South Carolina in an effort to 

improve online student success. Prior to its implementation, online students at Midlands 

Technical College showed success rates (defined as achieving a C or higher in their online 



course) that were thirteen percent lower that students who attended the same course in a face-to-

face setting. This was at the same time as online student enrollment  was growing at the college. 

To combat this, Midlands Technical College targeted six online courses, deemed “gateway 

courses” that previously maintained high enrollment but historically low student success rates 

and high student with withdrawal rates. Additionally, some of these courses were key 

introductory courses in the student matriculation process. The six gateway courses selected were: 

Medical Terminology, Art History and Appreciation, Introduction to Business, English 

Composition, Beginning Algebra, and General Psychology (table 1). The overall goal of the 

M.O.R.E program was to integrate three main interventions across each of these courses with the 

goal of obtain four main outcomes over the five-year life of the project: increasing student 

success rate by 8% above the baseline level, decrease the withdrawal rate by 5% from the 

baseline level, increase students perceived readiness to participate in online courses and increase 

faculty’s perceived readiness to teach students in an online course. The three interventions 

devised to achieve each of these goals were based on the recent literature and focused to 

approach student success by addressing online student readiness, online student support and 

online faculty support (fig.1). 

 

• To address online student readiness, the M.O.R.E. program created a short non-credit 

mandatory online readiness course called the Virtual Backpack. Students enrolled in any 

of the six gateway courses were required to complete this course prior to registration for 

their online course. The Virtual Backpack consist of a series of online modules that 

address concepts such as learning management system navigation, access to online 

students support, online course protocol including how to interact with the class via many 

of the options provided in the online course shell and tips on time management and 

college skills. Upon module completion students were required to pass a series of four 

summative assessments with a score of at least 85% before they would be given credit for 

course completion.  

• To address online faculty support, the M.O.R.E. program created a mandatory Online 

Faculty Learning Community (OFLC) geared at providing online instructors with 

professional development targeted specifically at online instruction. This course was 

required of instructors teaching in the online gateway courses and met once a week 



throughout the semester. In this OFLC, instructors were provided information on cutting 

edge online pedagogical strategies, technical support on methods to make use of specific 

aspects of the learning management system and acted as a space where instructors could 

ask questions and share ideas on how to improve online learning in each of their courses.  

• To address online student support, the M.O.R.E. program enhanced existing support 

services to include virtual advising through the central advising center at the College, 

online tutoring that was available for free to all students in all subjects on a 24/7 basis, 

online access to library services and the creation of electronic “lib guides” that could be 

focused on any topic needed within each of the gateway classes, extensive technical 

support provided by an easy access help desk system and the introduction of intrusive 

advisement early warning system (called Early Alerts) that could target students that may 

be falling behind in their online course. Each of these support systems were designed to 

be collaborative and work as a cohesive unit in the provision student support.  

 

Table 1 
Six targeted gateway courses selected for M.O.R.E. interventions 

Course Number Course Description 
AHS 102 Medical Terminology 
ART 101 Art History and Appreciation 
BUS 101 Introduction to Business 
ENG 101 English Composition 1 
MAT 101 Beginning Algebra 
PSY 201 General Psychology 

 



Figure 1 – Outline of the three interventions developed as part of the M.O.R.E. program. 

 
 

 The research presented as part of this manuscript investigates the outcomes after year one 

of the M.O.R.E. program and provides insight into the efficacy of the three interventions 

presented as part of this project. Here were present data on student success as well as provide 

qualitative reports from both students and faculty on how they perceive each of the three 

interventions. The results of this research show the promise of such a regimented and holistic 

approach to student success in an online learning environment.  

Results 

 In order to successfully track student progress over the period of the M.O.R.E program, 

baseline data was collected in the Fall of 2018 detailing student success (measured as a score of 

C or better) and student withdrawal rate for each of the six targeted gateway courses. Targeted 

improvement rates were set as an increase in student success by 2% per year and a decrease in 

student withdrawal rates by 1.25% per year of the four-year program analysis period. The 

M.O.R.E. program began rollout of each of the three interventions in the Fall semester of 2019 

and data was collected both quantitatively and qualitatively after one full year to reflect the effect 

of the overall implementation.  

Quantitative Outcomes on Student Success 



 Results from the first year of implementation show an overall increase in student success 

of at least 10%, much higher than the 2% increase goal, in three of the six targeted gateway 

courses: Medical Terminology (+17%), Art History (+27%), and Introduction to Business 

(+12%). Likewise, students in General Psychology also met the targeted improvement goal with 

an increase of 2% in their student success measures. Two of the targeted gateways courses did 

not the meet the targeted success rate over the first year’s analysis period with English 

Composition and Beginning Algebra showing a 1% and 2% decrease in student success 

respectively (table 2).  

 

Table 2 
Quantitative outcomes on student success 

Course 
Number 

Fall 2018 
Baseline 

Target Fall 2020 
 Data 

Change  

AHS 102 47% Increase by 2% per year 64% +17% 
ART 101 54% Increase by 2% per year 81% +27% 
BUS 101 58% Increase by 2% per year 70% +12% 
ENG 101 56% Increase by 2% per year 55% -1% 
MAT 101 39% Increase by 2% per year 37% -2% 
PSY 201 46% Increase by 2% per year 48% +2% 

 

Quantitative Outcomes on Student Withdrawal Rate 

 Of the six targeted gateway courses analyzed, five exceeded the goal of a 1.25% decrease 

in student withdrawals over the first year. Four of these, Medical Terminology (-8%), Art 

History (-18%), Introduction to Business (-9%), and English Composition (-3%), at least doubled 

the -1.25% goal. Beginning Algebra still exceeded the goal but at a slightly lower rate, -2%. 

Only one of the courses, General Psychology (+5%), showed an overall increase in student 

withdrawal rate over the first year (table 3) 

  



 

Table 3 
Quantitative outcomes on student withdrawal rate 
Course 
Number 

Fall 2018 
Baseline 

Target Fall 2020 
 Data 

Change  

AHS 102 38% Decrease by 1.25% per year 30% -8% 
ART 101 34% Decrease by 1.25% per year 16% -18% 
BUS 101 22% Decrease by 1.25% per year 13% -9% 
ENG 101 35% Decrease by 1.25% per year 32% -3% 
MAT 101 41% Decrease by 1.25% per year 39% -2% 
PSY 201 39% Decrease by 1.25% per year 44% +5% 

 

Qualitative Outcomes from Student Participation with The Virtual Backpack 

 As part of the completion requirements for the Virtual Backpack, students were asked to 

complete both a pre and post-course survey outlining their reported preparedness for online 

coursework. Results show that when students were asked on a five-point Likert scale if they 

agree with the statement “I feel prepared to take an online class”, there was a 16.7% increase in 

students who selected “Strongly Agree” on the post-course survey (63.6%) compared to those in 

the pre-course survey (46.9%) (fig. 2). Additionally, students who posted to the Virtual 

Backpack message board often times had positive feedback regarding their experience. One 

example of this was, “Thank you for this orientation. It was a huge help to someone 47 and 

restarting college.”. Another student stated, “This course really helps you navigate your way 

through your online courses and helps you to have a better understanding beforehand.”.  

  



 

Figure 2 – Qualitative outcomes from student participation with The Virtual Backpack 

 
Qualitative Outcomes from Faculty Participation in the OFLC 

 Faculty members who participated in the Online Faculty Learning Community were 

asked to complete a both a pre- and post-semester survey reflecting on their reported 

preparedness for teaching an online course. Results show that when faculty members were asked 

on a five-point Likert scale if they agree with the statement “Overall, I feel prepared to teach an 

online course.” there was a 40% increase in members who selected “Strongly Agree” on the 

post-semester survey (70%) compared to those in the pre-semester survey (30%) (fig. 3). Of note 

however, faculty members selected “Agree” at a higher rate (60%) on the pre-semester survey 

than they did on the post-semester survey (10%). Faculty members also expressed an overall 

positive experience from participation in the OFLC with one participant stating, “I feel as though 

this course has opened my eyes to a new way of online teaching.”.  
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Figure 3 – Qualitative outcomes from faculty participation in the OFLC 

 
Outcomes of Enhanced Online Student Support 

 Data outlining student interaction with the online support efforts of the M.O.R.E. 

program show overall positive outcomes. All students who registered for online courses were 

required to participate in online advisement through the centralized advisement center. Post-

advisement surveys noted that 89.8% of students felt that their advisor was prepared for their 

advisement session, 90.1% of students felt that their advisor was knowledgeable about their 

degree, and 86.6% of students felt that their advisor helped plan to stay on track academically. 

Reports on interaction with the online tutoring portal showed a total of 3023 overall tutoring 

session over the first year of implementation. Likewise, students gave their tutoring sessions a 

4.67 rating out of 5 and gave a 97.5% recommendation rate for other students to use the tutoring 

services. Expansion of online library resources over the first year of the M.O.R.E. program has 

also led to the creation of ninety “lib guides” for use in the departments of the six targeted 

gateway courses. While some of these guides were more general and may have not been specific 

to any one course, they were made available for all students who may need them.  

Conclusions  

 The Maximizing Online Readiness and Excellence program was created to combat 

student success discrepancies in online courses compared to their in-person counterparts. Results 

from the first year of implementation have shown an overall positive influence of the three-

pronged intervention approach set forth by the M.O.R.E team. Quantitative outcomes from the 
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first year of implementation have shown an overall increase in student success and an overall 

decrease in student withdrawal rates that exceeded the initial goals of the program for the 

majority of the six targeted courses outlined in this report. From a student success perspective, 

four of the six courses either met or greatly exceed the target improvement rate. Of note were 

English Composition and Beginning Algebra which both showed decreases in student success. 

While these decreases were minimal, -1% and -2% respectively, it raises the question as to why 

these two courses may have been more resistant to change than the other four. Previous reports 

have noted difficulties in learning Math in an online environment due to the array of problem 

solving skills that are not easily conveyed without personal interaction with an instruction 

(Ashby et al., 2011; Wilson & Allen, 2011). This could suggest that more is needed in the design 

of online introductory Math courses to accommodate the understanding of these subject specific 

skills. While English Composition does not require the same problem solving abilities noted in 

the learning of introductory Mathematics, similar learning difficulties have been noted with 

student enrolled in online English Composition courses (Bourdeau et al., 2018). Further 

investigation into online instruction English Composition will be needed to help the M.O.R.E. 

team pinpoint any aspects of interest. In regard to student withdrawal rates, five of the six target 

classes exceeded the targeted rate of decrease set forth at the beginning of the program. 

However, General Psychology presented itself as an outlier with an overall increase of 5% in 

student withdrawal. This trend is interesting not only in the fact that it was opposite in what was 

seen in the other course but also in the relatively high level of increase. One study notes that 

student success rates vary slightly in Psychology courses when administered online compared to 

in-person however attrition rates are reported as similar between the two (Waschull, 2001).  As a 

result, this course will be closely monitored moving forward to note anything that may reflect 

this outcome.  

 Qualitative analysis was overwhelmingly positive from students in regard to both 

participation in the Virtual Backpack course as well as to the implementation of enhanced online 

student support services. Students reported an overall increase in their reported preparedness for 

online course after completing the Virtual Backpack and rated their interactions with the 

components of the online student support systems highly. These positive reports were also 

mirrored in the online faculty after participation in the online faculty learning community. 

Faculty reported an increase in their reported preparedness to teach online courses and expressed 



positive feedback on the learning community and the curriculum which in entailed. 

Cumulatively, this qualitative data points to an overall positive view of the interventions 

involved in the M.O.R.E. program. This suggest buy-in from both the students and the online 

faculty which can be pivotal in the success of the online learning process (Mahoney, 2009; 

Palloff & Pratt, 2007). Likewise, the candid responses of both students and faculty will allow the 

M.O.R.E. development team to potentially modify the Virtual Backpack and the OFLC to further 

meet the needs of students to come. One example of this is adding a more robust section on time 

management to the Virtual Backpack course. Some students noted that they did not feel that the 

original content relating to time management was a helpful as some of the other modules. As a 

result, the M.O.R.E. team is currently looking to redevelop this section in a way that will be 

more beneficial to learners.  

 The positive outcomes outlined as part of this report on the efforts of the M.O.R.E. 

program is noted as the result of the cumulative effect of the three interventions presented. While 

each individual aspect has had encouraging results from their targeted audience, the quantitative 

projected success is due to the culmination of each branch of the M.O.R.E. approach. The results 

presented here outline the first full year of implementation and provide promise for the future. 

The M.O.R.E. team will continue to monitor and report on their efforts over the next four years. 

As new recommendations present themselves, each of the three main interventions will be 

modified to accommodate the needs of both students and faculty involved in the online learning 

environment.  
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