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Changing terminology: from “OL students” to “students taking OL courses” 

The first OL Coordinator of the HWC AC Jen Asimow pioneered the assessment of OL learning 
with the 2016 Survey of Student Perceptions of Learning in Online Courses, which generated an 
array of interesting findings and recommendations [1]. Survey results also gave us an idea to 
look more specifically at learning units where students reported statistically significant stronger 
positive feedback about their online learning than in other units (the program that received the 
statistically higher scores from students was World Languages), however, consecutive attempts 
to understand that phenomena were limited by a small number of student responses [2]. That 
experience taken together with the fact that students taking OL courses at HWC are already 
routinely included in the HWCAC Gen Ed assessments and other surveys, made me rethink the 
direction of OL assessment and the role of the HWCAC OL Assessment coordinator. I decided to 
pose big questions: “Who are our OL students? What do we know about them?” 

Most higher education institutions have some kind of Assessment Unit (Office, Institution, 
Department, etc.) that is usually staffed by employees whose main role is to organize and 
coordinate assessment, and to collect, analyze and report assessment data. Frequently this 
Assessment Unit belongs to a larger entity of Institutional Research (IR) or functions in close 
synergistic relationships with one. At HWC, the assessment process is driven entirely by faculty 
via HWCAC and, while early on, the HWCAC used to engage help from an HWC Institutional 
Researcher, in more recent years the HWCAC created and trained several faculty to function as 
Data Analysts to spearhead statistical analysis of assessment results and student data retrieval 
from the OpenBooks system. As I tried to recruit the help of one of the HWCAC Data Analysts, 
Fernando Miranda-Mendoza, in order to answer the “big” questions about the HWC OL 
students, we realized that Data Analyst’s level of access to student data is insufficient in 
addressing these large-scale questions and we requested the help of the HWC  
Assistant Director of Research & Planning, Sandy Vue.  

It has to be noted that the CCC and HWC student data shown in this report are preliminary 
and for internal discussion purposes only (not for reporting outside of the HWC). 

 

Currently, HWC is the only CCC college that offers OL Gen Ed courses and, therefore, “pulls” 
students from all CCC colleges into its OL classes. Thus, it’s not surprising that the proportion of 



students taking OL courses at the HWC is higher than the national average (see Figure 1): 
according to the DoEd National Center for Education reports, the number and proportion of 
college and university students taking classes online grows and a third of all students take at 
least one online course [3]. Interestingly, while HWC offers less courses in summer, OL was the 
preferred modality for CCC students in the summer of 2019 at nearly 60% (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. CCC student enrollment rates in 
HWC OL and F2F courses in the academic 
year 2019 
Course College HW: all students taking 
courses at the HWC, regardless of their 
home college 
“No OL” - students who are not taking any 
OL classes 
“1+ OL” – students who are taking one or 
more OL class 
 

 

If we only account for students who have HWC listed as their home campus, it only slightly 
affects the numbers for students taking face-to-face classes (F2F), but significantly reduces the 
number of the students enrolled in OL courses to the levels significantly below the national 
average for the Fall and Spring 2019 semesters (see Figure 2). Summer 2019 enrollment in OL 
courses is significantly higher for the HWC students as well, and at ~29.1%, closely approaching 
the national average (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2. HWC student enrollment rates in 
HWC OL and F2F courses in the academic 
year 2019 
Home College HW: only students taking 
courses at the HWC who list the HWC as 
their home college 
“No OL” - students who are not taking any 
OL classes 
“1+ OL” – students who are taking one or 
more OL class 

 

The 2019 enrollment data shown in Figures 1 and 2 categorizes students in just two groups: 
those who took at least one OL class and those that took no OL classes. We also wanted to 
explore whether narrower categories of students can be distinguished based on the number of 
OL courses they took, so we grouped students based on the number of OL courses they took: 



one, two, three and four or more. Only a small fraction of students built all or most of their 
schedule from OL courses (see Figures 3 and 4). Nationally, the proportion of all students who 
were enrolled exclusively online was 15.4 percent in 2017, or about one in six students [3]. It 
appeared that an overwhelming majority of students took just one or two OL courses at the 
HWC, regardless of whether we looked at all CCC student or just the ones who list HWC as their 
home campus (Figures 3 and 4). It remains to be established what portion of the students with 
one or two OL students also took F2F courses, but it’s likely to be a significant one.  

Based on these data, it’s more fitting to refer to students as “students taking OL courses” 
rather than “OL students.” 

Figure 3. CCC student 
enrollment rates in 
HWC OL courses in the 
academic year 2019 

Course College HW: all 
students taking courses 
at the HWC, regardless 
of their home college 

“No OL” - students who 
are not taking any OL 
classes 

“1 OL” – students who 
are taking one OL class 

“2 OL” – students who 
are taking two OL 
classes 

“3 OL” – students who 
are taking three OL 
classes 

“4+ OL” – students who 
are taking four or more 
OL classes 

 

It has to be noted that it took several weeks for us obtain the first round of requested data due 
to the fact that our institution uses the most common and yet the least effective model of IR 
called “Institutional Research as Service Provider,” where an IR unit makes data available to a 
hierarchy of stakeholders, from top- to lower-priority [4]. Fortunately, CCC has a provisional 
subscription to the Tableau, an interactive data visualization software that can 
query institutional databases to generate graph-type data visualizations or dashboards like the 
one shown in Figure 5. 



Figure 4. HWC student 
enrollment rates in HWC 
OL courses in the academic 
year 2019 

Home College HW: only 
students taking courses at 
the HWC who list the HWC 
as their home college 

“No OL” - students who are 
not taking any OL classes 

“1 OL” – students who are 
taking one OL class 

“2 OL” – students who are 
taking two OL classes 

“3 OL” – students who are 
taking three OL classes 

“4+ OL” – students who are 
taking four or more OL 
classes 

 

 

Figure 5. An example of a 
dashboard generated by a 
Tableau software 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



If CCC decides to extend its subscribtion to the Tableau (or a similar service) this would allow 
our institution to switch to a more efficient IR models, such as a “Federated Network Model” 
(still centralized around IR but implies an expansion of non-traditional users, data-producers 
and decision-maker), or even a “Matrix Research Model” (where specialists in data collection 
and analysis are integrated in various units within institution) [4]. Some data can be pulled 
directly from the institutional database, other need pre-processing to be used in a dashboard. 
Dashboards can be designed to show custom data, based on the needs of different units and 
can be self-updating (if needed), thus requiring minimal maintenance.  

In my March 2020 meeting with Sandy Vue and Fernando Miranda-Mendoza we have discussed 
a variety of topics and plans pertaining to student data: 

● HWCAC Research Analysts can be trained to use data visualization software so HWCAC 
wouldn’t have to wait a long time for data 

● CCC was going to make a decision on the Tableau contract in April 2020 (it was before 
the Covid19 pandemic and we haven’t heard any updates since) 

● HWCAC can become a strong arm of the HWC IR by designing and maintaining a variety 
of dashboards for the HWC community 

● I presented an extensive list of data requests that would be useful for the HWCAC and 
other stakeholders to know about students that are taking OL classes and have in the 
form of self-updating dashboards (see Figure 6). Sandy was going to see what is possible 
to pull out into a dashboard directly and what needs pre-processing (again, due to the 
Covid19 pandemic she was even more busy than usual and wasn’t able to fulfil my 
requests yet) 

● I presented examples of types of data about students taking OL courses that can be 
useful to individual academic departments (and Unit Level Liaisons) – see Figure 7 

In conclusion, our institution collects a huge variety of data: student academic information and 
success metrics (enrollment, retention, completion, etc.), demographic information, co-
curricular data (visits to advisors, tutors, extra-curricular attendance, etc.), college-wide Gen Ed 
assessment data (by HWCAC), academic departments and faculty data (exit test scores, 
assessments, student engagement, attendance), data generated by learning apps (publisher 
platforms, LMS) and others. Many types of these data can help us to understand the issues 
pertaining to student learning and to support student success, however, the sheer abundance 
and inaccessibility of data can be a minefield that prevents faculty and other stakeholders to 
use it effectively. Therefore, in order to understand and improve student learning, data has to 
be first and foremost available, preferably in an easy to understand format. Well-designed self-
updating data dashboards seem like a straightforward solution to this problem. The Statement 
of Aspirational Practice for Institutional research by the AIR (Association for Institutional 



Research) further validates this idea by indicating the need for the new approaches to data, 
allowing Higher Ed employees to be actively involved in using data to make decisions [5]. 

 

Figure 6. Examples of demographic, academic performance and other data that would be valuable to have 
on self-updating dashboards 
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Figure 7. Examples of academic performance and other data that would be valuable for academic 
departments to have on self-updating dashboards 

 

 

Sources: 

1. Asimov, J. (2017). A Study of Students' Perceived Learning in Online Courses. Harold Washington College. 
Retrieved on May 12, 2020 from 
http://www.ccc.edu/colleges/washington/departments/Documents/hwcac/online/hwcac-online-
assessment-2017-report-student-perceptions.pdf 

2. Lapik, Y. (2019) Online Assessment Coordinator Report. Harold Washington College. Retrieved on May 12, 
2020 from http://www.ccc.edu/colleges/washington/departments/Documents/hwcac/online/hwcac-
online-assessment-2019-report.pdf 

3. Education Department, National Center for Education Statistics: Enrollment and Employees in 
Postsecondary Institutions, Fall 2017; and Financial Statistics and Academic Libraries, Fiscal Year 2017. 
Retrieved on May 12, 2020 from https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2019/2019021REV.pdf 

4. Randy L. Swing & Leah Ewing Ross (2016) A New Vision for Institutional Research, Change: The Magazine 
of Higher Learning, 48:2, 6-13, DOI: 10.1080/00091383.2016.1163132  

5. Statement of Aspirational Practice for Institutional Research 2016. [online] Retrieved on May 14, 2020 
from: https://www.airweb.org/docs/default-source/documents-for-pages/statement-of-aspirational-
practice-for-ir-report.pdf?sfvrsn=1d468d84_2  

 
 The number of students taking OL 

courses at the department 

YOY TRENDS (per 
Department)  

HYB students 
 
OL students 
 
F2F students 

The number of students taking OL 
courses vs. total number of students at 

the department           

 

Semester X 
Comparative academic performance rates for students taking F2F classes 
only vs. 1, 2, 3, 4+ OL per department (or per course) 

Course completion rates (all)  
Course completion rates (OL) 
NSW 
ADW 
Student initiated withdrawals 
Spring to Fall retention 
Fall to Spring retention 
Graduation Rates 
Transfer rates 

sampl
e 
sampl
e 
sampl
e 
sampl
e 
sampl
e 

sampl
e 
sampl
e 
sampl
e 

sampl
e 

Year over year (YOY) trends for different 
categories 

sam
ple

 

sam
ple

 
sam

ple
 

sam
ple

 

sam
ple

 


